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From USA Today bestselling author Jillian Dodd comes the sixth book in a sizzling series filled with action and adventure. Fans of The Selection and The Hunger Games will discover a heart-pounding thrill ride of espionage and suspense set in glittering high society.




A single sentence is muttered from the lips of an assassin dangling from a four-story building, “It starts in Montrovia.”

That sentence led Black X to send a spy to protect Prince Lorenzo.

And that sentence haunts Huntley as she realizes her time is running out. 




When athletes from around the world descend on Montrovia for the Olympics, another group is coming together, its years of planning a new world order finally coming to fruition. 

A disease is released.

People start dying. 

And, with rumors of an impending coup, the country falls into chaos. 




Alliances are betrayed. 

Lives are lost. 

Loves are challenged.

And hearts are turned.




Can Huntley stop what has started, or will Montrovia and the world fall?
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MISSION:DAY ONE




Even though I figured it out, I’m still shocked as I stand in my uncle Sam’s flat. Not only is my biological father, Ares Von Allister, alive, but his father—my biological grandfather—was my mother’s CIA handler and the dean at Blackwood Academy. Standing with them is Blake Cassleberry, the man who I thought had died in a car bombing. The man who I thought was my father. 

I was raised to be a spy. Then trained to be a spy. And I know that a spy’s greatest asset is their ability to think quickly. To follow their instincts. To take action.

In my head, I know this should be a poignant moment in my life. I should probably rush into Blake’s arms. I should probably hug my grandfather. I should probably at least shake Ares’s hand.

But I’m not going to. Not yet. Why? Because I’m mad. 

At all of them. For not being forthright with me. For lying. For killing my friends. 

“Um, I have to go.” I point my thumb toward the door. 

“You can’t,” my grandfather says. “Time is of the essence—”

“If time were truly of the essence,” I interrupt, “you would have read me in on all of this from the start. You wouldn’t have lied to me—repeatedly. And you wouldn’t have killed everyone at Blackwood Academy. I will be taking whatever time I need to process this and figure out what I’m going to do. I quit, remember? That means, you’re through controlling my life, so why don’t you get some sleep? I’m out.”

I go down the stairs, out the front door, take a seat on the stoop, and dial Ari’s number. 

“Lorenzo called,” he says. “Told me that you were very upset about a stuffed dog and practically ran out of there. He offered me his plane, so I just landed in DC and am heading to Ares’s house. Are you there? Are you okay? What’s going on?”

“I’m fine. I’m at my uncle Sam’s loft.” I recite the address. “Head here. I’ll meet you out front.”

“You don’t really sound fine.” He gives his driver the address and then says, “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”
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“One of us needs to go out there and talk some sense into her,” the Dean says, watching the video feed from the front door.

“No. Give her a little time to process all of this.” Ares lets out a sigh. “I probably should have told her as soon as I knew.”

“You were right not to,” Blake counters. “She needed to figure out on her own that her mother had lied to her, before she ever would have believed any of us. It’s too sensational.”

“She’s making a phone call. Just gave someone the address for the loft. Should we be worried?” the Dean asks, wiping his brow.

Ares sits down at his computer and taps a few keys. “No, it’s fine. She called Aristotle. Interesting.”

“Maybe she needs backup,” he counters, which causes Blake to let out a laugh. 

“I’ve seen her in action. She doesn’t need any backup to handle the three of us old guys.”

“Hey, I’m not that old,” Ares says jokingly, but then his expression changes. “She wants her brother with her. A twin myself, I understand why. When Ceres was killed in action, a part of me died with her. The rest of me died when Kelley was assassinated. I feel alive again. My children will both be here, together, with me. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

“After we stop The Echelon,” Blake says seriously.

“And, now, she’s leaving.”

“She’ll be back,” Ares states. “With her brother. I can almost guarantee it.”
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I have another phone call to make, but it’s obvious that Ares has the loft rigged with security cameras. I look down the street, notice an open convenience store, and make my way there. This is a conversation I don’t want anyone to overhear.

“Do you have a phone I could borrow?” I ask the man behind the counter. 

“Don’t you have a cell phone?”

“Yeah, but it’s dead.”

He grabs a packet from a peg and hands it to me. “Quick charger. Only twenty dollars.”

I give him a hundred instead. “Is there an office in the back where I could make a call?”

“Long distance?” he shrewdly asks.

“Yes.” 

He holds up two fingers, indicating his price. I place another hundred on the counter, causing him to point to a door behind him. 

“Five minutes only.”

I quickly call The Priest, hoping he will answer.

“This is Henri,” he says.

“I don’t have much time. You know what’s about to start, and I don’t want your son anywhere near it. I’m sending my plane to pick you up and bring you to DC, where you will be reunited at my father’s house. It has a doomsday vault in the basement.” I give him the code.

“I was told to stay in my current location. That you might need my help here in the near future,” he says cryptically.

“I get what you’re saying. It’s going to start in Montrovia, and Intrepid has been preparing you for the worst, which is what I’m doing as well, just in a different way. Your son misses you, and he’s afraid you’re never coming home. I can’t bear for him to go through what I did.”

“Because of me,” he says solemnly. “I’m very sorry.”

“If it wasn’t you, they would have hired someone else to fulfill the contract. I understand that now.”

“Are you sure you don’t need me?” he asks, his voice full of emotion. I know it pains him not to be with his child.

“I do need you. I need you with your son. I can’t save the world, Henri—I can’t do any of this—unless I know Chauncey’s safe and with you.”

“Okay, I’ll go,” he replies. “Although DC is the last place in the world I should be.”




When I get back to the loft, Ari’s car is just pulling up. I take his bag, put it just inside the door, and make him walk around the block with me.

“I have a lot to tell you.”

“I have something I need to tell you, too, Huntley. I haven’t been completely honest with you.” 

“Okay,” I say, readying myself for a possible fight. Ever since the video game, I’ve been wondering if he’s on my side. I’ve been questioning if he even is my brother. And I’ve been wondering if I can trust him. 

“I’ve been here before,” he says, glancing behind us.

“That’s what you’ve been lying about?” I ask, my anger flaring. “You’ve known the truth all this time?”

“What truth?”

“About who is inside.”

“Um, I assume it’s still Ares Von Allister’s attorney, Samuel Vanguard. That’s his office, where I learned of our mission. Of our legend.”

Well, that’s something I didn’t consider. Ares, dressed as my uncle Sam, must have posed as his own attorney.

“Is that why you always thought our cover was real?”

“It was subtler than that. On the doorplate, there is a Von Allister Industries logo.”

I look into his eyes and know that he’s speaking the truth. He was trained to be a good soldier, but they forgot to teach him how to lie like a spy. 

“I’ve distanced myself from you over the last few weeks—since the shoot-out.”

“I know,” he says. “I could feel it. I thought—well, hoped—it was because you were upset about Lorenzo.”

“It’s not that at all. Ari, what you did in London makes no sense. You were shooting at the car I was riding in. A vehicle with four fully armed men. You should have followed them and tried to save me later. Instead, you endangered us both. Not only did you make yourself a target, but you also could have killed me. Did you know that two of your bullets grazed me? Were you trying to kill me?” I tilt my head and gaze defiantly into his eyes. “Was that the plan all along?”

“I already got this talk from Intrepid,” he says defensively. “I don’t need it from you. I just reacted, desperately trying to save you.”

“What did you lie about?” I say seriously. “You know what I’m capable of. Don’t even think about lying to me anymore.”

He runs his hand through his hair, looking more frustrated than nervous. “I didn’t lie. There’s just something I didn’t tell you right away. I’ll just say it. I asked Lorenzo to be my best man. Allie and I are getting married in five days. I don’t want to ruin the surprise, but Allie is going to ask you to be her maid of honor.” 

Matron would be more precise, I think, but no one knows that Lorenzo and I are married. 

“I’m worried that might be awkward for you. Especially now that you’re engaged to Daniel.” He studies me. “What’s the deal with that?”

“It’s part of my mission,” I lie. 

“I thought you quit?” He raises an eyebrow at me, knowing I’m not telling the truth. 

“I did.”

“Why did you distance yourself from me then? Because you don’t trust me anymore?”

I tell him about the video game and how I relived my missions. “I know that you told Black X everything that happened.”

“Well, duh,” he says, looking at me like I’m an idiot. “Of course I told them what happened in my mission reports. I was required to. Were you not?” 

He’s a little worked up about this. It sorta makes me smile. 

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Well, that’s not fair! They were a lot of freaking work. Why didn’t you have to do them?”

“I don’t know. Probably because they knew I wouldn’t tell them everything, like you did.”

“Is that bad?” he asks, looking stricken. 

“That depends. What was your mission?” 

“Same as yours. We’re a team.”

“Your missions never varied from mine?” 

“Missions, no. After the mission, apparently. I was required to file mission reports. I also had to update them on our findings.”

“But you didn’t tell them about Chauncey? Or that The Priest is still alive?”

He bites his lip. “I didn’t. You were pretty adamant about no one knowing.”

I can’t help but give him a grateful smile. “Thank you, Ari. But here’s the thing. You told me you never knew you were adopted. What if they lied to you? What if you really are a Bradford?”

“That would mean, we aren’t related,” he says. “It would mean that we aren’t twins and we aren’t Ares von Allister’s children.”

“Exactly.”

“I call bullshit,” he states emphatically.

“On which part?”

“We share the same birthdate, Huntley. Were born at the same hospital.”

“Supposedly,” I counter.

“DNA tests proved it.”

“Convenient.”

“You know my secret language.”

“I know a lot of languages.”

“And you feel like the half of me that I’ve missed my whole life,” he says, giving my hand a squeeze. “But is that real or what they wanted me to feel?”

“I’m not sure. You would think, the second we met, we would have known. We would have felt something.”

“I think I did know,” he says. “I wasn’t attracted to you, yet there was this pull that I didn’t understand. I felt like I knew you from somewhere before. I actually researched past lives, which is something I’d never believed in before. It was the only thing I could come up with as a possible reason for why I was so drawn to you.”

I let out a little sigh. “During one of our missions, I discovered something, something I thought to be true, something I didn’t tell you—because, I felt it, too. And I didn’t want to hurt you.”

“Oh, so you’ve been lying.” He gives me a cocky grin. 

“I did keep something from you that didn’t relate to our missions. When Malcolm and Aleksandr were telling me about The Society and reminiscing about Ares, I discovered that Ares needed permission to get his TerraSphere deal approved. And that it was your father who he needed to convince. Granted, it still had to go through government channels, but because my mother told me you’d died, it led me to believe that Ares Von Allister had told her that you’d died, and then he’d given you to the general as a bribe.”

“A bribe? Like, my biological father sold me, so he could get approval for some shack in the desert?”

“That’s what I thought, yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me? That’s horrible. And my father … I can’t even believe … he was so honest. Like, to a fault.” He looks distraught.

“Ari, let me finish. It’s what I thought had happened. Ares told Malcolm Prescott that Bradford wasn’t sure about the project. There was talk of a bribe. Ares said Bradford was too honest. That the only thing in life he didn’t have was a baby. That he and his wife had tried for years. Ares had told him that unless he could produce a child, the deal might not go through. I knew the TerraSphere had gotten approved. I knew your father had changed his mind.” We’ve walked back to the loft, so I sit on the steps again. “Add that to the fact that my mother told me she never got to see you. That it was one of her biggest regrets. That they had taken you away while I was being born and that they’d told her you died. I followed the dots and came to that conclusion. But I was wrong.”

“And what changed your mind?” 

I tell him what the man at the TerraSphere said. How Ares hadn’t found out about me until after my eighteenth birthday. How that meant he couldn’t have given Ari up for adoption. 

“Our mother was a liar, too,” I finish.

Motion at the door catches our attention—a hand waving us in.

“That’s probably the attorney,” Ari says. 

“How old was the attorney?” I sort of assumed that Ares, disguised as Uncle Sam, was the one who’d met with him, but I realize it could have been someone else.

“He was older. Like a grandfather. Nice guy actually.”

“Something else I need to tell you before we go inside. This is the place where I went after my dad’s car blew up. It’s where my uncle Sam lived. And there’s more. When I was in Iraq, there was a sniper. At first, I thought he was shooting at me, missed, and killed his own man. But then he stood up and gave me this gesture. An unusual two-fingered salute that my father, Blake Cassleberry, used to give me. And the stuffed dog Lorenzo told you about was mine. A gift from my uncle Sam when I was ten. I had it with me the day the car bomb went off. As soon as I saw the dog, I knew for sure that Blake was alive. And I think the man you met as an attorney was the dean of Blackwood Academy.” I put my hand on his shoulder, hoping it will steady him. “But he’s more than that, Ari. He was my mother’s CIA handler and”—I take a deep breath—“Ares Von Allister’s father.”

“What? Are you saying that he’s our biological grandfather?”

“Yes. We’ve been manipulated and lied to. I discovered something else important—it was my uncle Sam who created Blackwood for me.” I pause. “And this is the doozy. That man is really Ares Von Allister. He’s not dead, Ari. He’s Black X. All three of them are inside the loft, waiting for us to go inside.” 

Ari stands there in shock, confusion written all over his face as his brain is trying to assimilate the pieces. 

“The three of them wanted to explain everything to me, but I didn’t want to hear any of it without you present.”

“In other words, no emotional reunion?”

“Not until we know if we can trust them. They have been lying to us at every turn. But there’s something bigger going on. I don’t understand why they manipulated us the way they did, but we need to at least listen to their story.”

“And be on guard,” Ari says, giving me a hug. “Thank you for waiting for me.” He opens his blazer and flashes a shoulder holster. “And if they aren’t on our side?”

“We take them out together,” I say, glaring defiantly toward the camera with the hope that those inside are watching.




I trek back up the stairs, Ari following behind me. He’s full of nervous energy, and his heart seems to have sped up. I know he’s mad, maybe even looking for a fight. 

Which is not what we need. 

I turn around and whisper to calm down. 

All three men are standing in the same spots they were when I left them. 

“I thought Ari should be here when we went over all of this. Obviously, we need answers. But, first,” I say, “Aristotle Allister Bradford-Von Allister, this is the man who I believed to be my father and who helped raise me, Blake Cassleberry.” They shake hands, and then I turn to our grandfather. “And this man, who you met as Ares’s attorney, is—I just realized that I don’t know your name.”

“I’m Alexander Von Allister, your grandfather.” He puts his hand on Ari’s shoulder and adds, “I didn’t know until recently.”

Ari nods at him. I feel a little like crying. 

But I can’t. 

I have to be strong. I have to be a warrior. The firestorm. Only this time, I won’t be killing. I will be using the other skills I was taught to separate fact from fiction.

I stand up straight and tall. “And this is Ares Von Allister.”

“Your father,” Ares corrects.

“Right now, as far as we’re concerned,” I say, “you were the father given to us in our cover story. Whether or not you are our biological father remains to be seen.”

“In other words, we have some explaining to do,” Blake says with a hearty laugh. “Chill out, Calliope. How about we move to the living room, take a seat, and discuss this calmly?”

“Fine,” Ari and I agree. 

We sit. In a conversation area centered around a large brick fireplace with what appears to be an original of Gustav Klimt’s Bauerngarten hanging above it. It features a profusion of brightly colored poppies, daisies, and other flowers.

 “My mother had a print of this painting in our home, and it was on the cover of a notebook she always carried with her.”

“Her love for that painting is what made me purchase the original,” Ares confirms. 

I can see the love shining in his eyes mixed with the sorrow and pain he still feels over losing her. And probably the guilt.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” Blake suggests, turning toward me and allowing me a better look at his scars.

“No,” Ares disagrees. “We’re going to talk about more recent events. Huntley, you asked my old man if it was true that I told your mother that Aristotle had died at birth and then gave him to the general as a bribe.”

“Which he confirmed that you had.”

“And it’s what you told me,” Blake says. 

“No, it’s what you told me,” Ares counters. “I assume it’s the lie that Kelley told you. I couldn’t prove differently, so I went along with it. And my father was only recently told that you were his grandchildren. I let everyone believe the worst about me because I loved your mother. We’re all fighting for her cause, and I didn’t want to disillusion anyone.” 

Ares puts his head down. I can see his chest tremble as he tries to steady his breathing. It was hard for him to let them believe something like that about him. 

When he looks up, his eyes are ringed with red, and it’s obvious he’s holding back his emotions.

“I will preface what I’m about to say with some evidence,” he finally says. “Six months before your nineteenth birthdays, I received a letter. Apparently, your mother had set it up to be delivered before she was killed. Being a covert operative means you never know when your life could end, and it’s clear that, on that specific date, she wanted me to know. I suppose she wanted you both to be legal adults before I learned the truth. 

“It’s probably not a big surprise that I was a bit of a nerd in high school. Not that I didn’t enjoy social activities, but my head was so full of ideas. I was bored with school and always working things through on what would be my greatest inventions. I wasn’t popular but wasn’t unpopular either, and Kelley was my best friend. She was smart and beautiful, and I cared for her very much. Of course, I never told her outright, and we never dated back then, but I did everything in my power to help her, to be there when she cried—even though she wouldn’t tell me why she was upset. I didn’t learn the extent of her stepfather’s abuse until the day I found her badly beaten. Don’t get me wrong; there were signs, but when I asked, she would always deny. She was always a good liar, I guess. Good at pretending to be in control when everything around her was falling apart. 

“She called me her warrior because of my name. And she broke my heart in the hospital when she told me we couldn’t see each other anymore. Because I loved her, I understood. Her stepfather was a policeman. He was actively trying to find her. She was afraid that he would use me to do so. We didn’t have contact the entire time she was away at college under her new name, Charlotte Cassleberry.”

“After college,” our grandfather adds, “she wondered if the name would hold up to scrutiny for a job in the government. When I learned how she had been trained in martial arts and knew how to use a gun, I hired her on the spot. Back then, it was my job to recruit and train agents. When she moved on, I became her handler while I continued to train other agents.. Before she died, she came to me, said she needed a holiday and would be taking a couple of weeks off. I didn’t hear from her during that time until she arrived home and told me she had discovered a plot that could end the world as we know it.”

“That was the night she was killed,” Ari states. “And the night Huntley managed to escape from The Priest.”

“That’s correct,” Ares says. “But let’s go back to when you were conceived. Kelley and I hadn’t seen each other in a while. I knew I was under scrutiny from the government and even under CIA watch when I traveled. I built high-tech military goods, but I was careful who I sold them to. I offered our government a first look and always gave them long, exclusive contracts. But I suppose there was always that worry. 

“Your mother and I ran into each other at a party. I had started my business, made my first twenty million, and was on top of the world. I was enjoying the spoils of my hard work at the Montrovian Grand Prix with my best friends—”

“Jack, Malcolm, Aleksandr, and Gio?” I interject.

“Yes,” he says with a melancholy smile. 

“And you shared a night of passion,” Ari adds. “We know. We read it in her letter.”

“What letter?” Ares asks. 

“There was a letter in a Montrovian safety deposit box,” I explain. “Would you like me to read it to you?”

Ares squints his eyes in curiosity. “It spoke of our relationship? Yes, I would very much like to hear it.”

I pick my backpack up off the floor, pull the letter out of a secret compartment hidden in the bottom, and then read aloud.




“My darling daughter,




“If you are reading this, it means you have discovered the Zurich safety deposit box and found your way here. You know about my profession as a covert operative for our government, and more than likely, I have passed and taken my secret to the grave. 

“I lied to you, and I’m sorry for that, but it was for my safety as well as your own. 

“As you know, my stepfather was abusive. One day, in a fit of rage, I was beaten badly, way worse than usual, and was left to die. It’s a miracle that a friend of mine drove by moments later and noticed our front door ajar. He took me to a hospital two towns away where he lied about my name in an attempt to protect me. Charlotte was his dog’s name, and I’m not exactly sure where Cassleberry came from. 

“Anyway, I was diagnosed with a cracked skull along with a broken nose, jaw, and cheekbone. It was a long recovery, and when the surgeries were over, I looked like a different person. My friend suggested that I continue to be Charlotte Cassleberry in order to hide from my family. Ares was good with a computer, and like most fathers in DC, his worked a government job. Between the two of them, they created a new identity for me—and, ultimately, you.

“Enclosed is your real birth certificate. Believe it or not, you have two real birth certificates. One in the name of Calliope Ann Cassleberry and one as Huntley Penelope Bond. 

“The man you thought was your father was actually my partner. He wasn’t my love. That man was Ares Von Allister. At this point in your life, you have probably heard his name. He’s a wealthy inventor and businessman, but I just knew him as my high school friend. He wasn’t my boyfriend, but I did fall in love with him as he nursed me back to health and gave me the gift of freedom from my family. My mother, of course, was searching for me, and my stepfather was a policeman. He questioned Ares numerous times, and because of that, we couldn’t risk being together. 

“One night, years later, we were reunited. Lust took over, and twins were conceived. I was thrilled when I learned I was pregnant, and although Ares had many passions, having children was not one of them. He was upset with me. You don’t need to know all the details, but we decided together that he would not act as your father. That I would raise you alone. 

“So, now, it’s up to you to decide. You can continue life as Calliope Cassleberry or become Huntley Bond. Either way, I would encourage you to meet your father and show him the photos of our life together. He might not give you the love you deserve, but he is an incredibly brilliant human being who you should know.

“All my love, 

“Mom.”




“May I see that, please?” Ares asks, so I hand him the letter. He studies it and then looks up. “We shared a day of passion, not a single night, which turned into the best weekend of my life. I whisked her away to Paris and pulled out all the romantic things I could think of—a terraced suite overlooking the Eiffel Tower, caviar and champagne, a shopping spree. And, as the weekend was about to end, I presented her with an engagement ring and asked if she would marry me.”

I can’t hide my shock. “What did she say?”

“I didn’t know she was a spy. I didn’t know she was told to get close to me by my own father,” he says, shooting him a pointed look, “in order to steal sales data from my computer. She cried when I proposed and told me the truth about her life and job, so I willingly gave her the data. I had nothing to hide, and although she refused to marry me, she promised to stay in touch, but for years, she didn’t. 

“You might not remember, but I first met you when you were four years old. Your mother was with Blake Cassleberry, and you were introduced to me as Calliope Cassleberry. I never imagined that you were my child—actually, that’s not true. I very much wished the picture were different. That I were married to your mother and that you were my daughter. 

“I spent time with other women during my life, but I never got over her. She was the only woman I ever truly loved. That was the day that she said she wanted you to know me, and that, if anything ever happened to her and Blake, I needed to take care of you. Of course, I agreed. 

“I set up this loft just for that purpose. It was sort of a safe house for your family. Because it was a safe house, we hid the ownership of the home behind a bunch of dummy corporations, and whenever I met the two of you here, I wore a disguise and made sure I hadn’t been followed.”

“That’s why you pretended to be Uncle Sam?”

“Yes,” he says, his voice cracking. “Had I known the truth, I would have done things so differently.”

“Calliope, your mother raised you not to be a covert agent someday,” Blake says. “You have actually been a covert agent since birth. Everything she knew, she taught to you in pieces until it was just a part of your being.”

“And, when you showed up at the safe house with your story of your mother’s death, surviving an assault from an assassin and a car bomb, you should have been a wreck,” Ares agrees, “but you were confident and assured and very, very skilled, and you didn’t even know it because it was all second nature to you. When I asked you what you wanted to do, you didn’t say you wanted to live with me. All you wanted was to avenge your mother’s death. You told me you needed to be tougher to do that, so I created Blackwood Academy just for you. It was my way of allowing what you wanted even though it wasn’t the path I would have chosen for you. I got my father to train you, and I personally chose all your academic curriculum.”

“You were incredibly driven,” my grandfather agrees. “And being at Blackwood kept both of us safe.”

“Six months ago, a few things happened simultaneously. Blake found me. He had heard about the death of Gio’s youngest brother and was worried things were starting again, just like they had with Alessandro. Blake tracked down the assassin who had been hired for the hit—the man who posed as a hunting guide—and interrogated him. That man jumped to his death from a tall building, and all he would say was that, ‘It starts in Montrovia.’

“Around the same time, unbeknownst to my father and Blake, I received a letter from your mother. Although it’s deeply personal, I’d like you to read it.” He gets up, retrieves a sheet of paper from a nearby writing desk, and then hands it to my brother. “Aristotle, will you please do the honors?” 

“Of course,” Ari says and then starts reading.




“My dearest Ares,




“I’ve been digging into the situation, and I can confirm that you were right. I won’t go into detail because that’s not what this letter is about. I have a secret that I need to confess to you. I’m hoping to tell you this when we return, but I believe we are being followed, and if something happens to us, well, I want to make sure that you know the truth when the time is right.

“I didn’t have just one child. I gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl, just like you and Ceres. If you are reading this letter, it means that I have passed and that the children should now be eighteen and a half years old. 

“You’re probably wondering why now, after all these years, I’m telling you this. And I’m just going to say it. 

“The children are yours. 

“I know you are going to be mad that I led you to believe Calliope was Blake’s child. I still vividly remember the pain written across your face. I’ve always loved you, but I knew we could never be together in the way you wanted. 

“Being married and having a family was never in the cards for me. You know what my childhood was like. I wasn’t happy when I discovered I was pregnant. I considered all my options, but I couldn’t bring myself to terminate the pregnancy. I really didn’t know what I was going to do. 

“Ultimately and possibly serendipitously, I had a random encounter at a coffee shop with a woman who commented on my growing belly when I was about five months along. She mentioned that she and her husband had been trying unsuccessfully for years to have a baby. She then got teary-eyed, wished me well, and rushed out. And something about her emotion made me curious, so I followed her home. 

“I found out her name and did background checks on her and her husband. I tore apart every piece of their lives, looking for any hint of impropriety or possible scandal. I got ahold of her husband’s military file and scoured it as well. And only after a thorough vetting did I contact the woman and ask if they had considered adoption. 

“Needless to say, they were overjoyed—not only would they be getting a child, but at that point, I also knew I was having twins. They were nervous, rightfully so—as, in the past, they’d agreed to an adoption, only to have the mother back out. 

“I instructed the hospital staff that the adoptive parents should be the first ones to hold their babies. And things went as planned after our son, Aristotle Allister, was born. I didn’t have time to think about not holding him because I still had another baby to deliver. Things weren’t going well, and there was discussion of a C-section. Thirty-two excruciating minutes later, I gave birth to our daughter, Huntley Penelope. 

“I hope you like their names. They were inspired by Greek gods and the literature of the Renaissance. I guess I hoped, if nothing else, you’d appreciate their names. 

“Anyway, I did what I had sworn I wouldn’t do and asked to hold our daughter. The second they put her into my arms, I fell madly in love. At that point, I considered changing my mind and keeping them both, but I knew I couldn’t do that to the Bradfords, nor could I possibly continue my career in the field with twins. It was going to be difficult enough, making it work with one child. 

“So, I lied to myself. Told myself our son had died at birth. You know that I’ve had to lie most of my life. That lying is second nature to me. And, while I’m sorry for lying to you, I knew I must. 

“So, that’s it. The big reveal. I do hope you never receive this letter. But just in case … enclosed are copies of their personal documents, which have a few modifications pursuant to my cover and to simply protect us all. 

“And Ares, my warrior, just know that I’ve always loved you. 




“Kelley.”




Tears threaten as Ari reads. I can feel the pain in my mother’s words, and I can see the anguish on Ares’s face. Her lie affected every single one of us in this room, yet here we all are, together in spite of it. 

“What’s with these numbers at the bottom?” Ari asks, holding up the letter. 

“What numbers?” I ask, grabbing the paper and closely looking at it. 




ETB-1-15R-37-43-48R-53-57

BTE-23-34-63-12R-34-44/30R-65-24-19-2

ETB-32R-40R/52-57-64R-3-5-33-61/7-23R-58R-38R-47-58(2)-62R/32R-55E







“She left you a code. Have you deciphered it?” I ask Ares.

“No. And trust me; I tried everything, including quantum computing, to break the code. I had no idea what the numbers were referring to.” He gives us a shake of the head and a grin. “Until just now.”

“It’s the letter she left in the safety deposit box,” I say suddenly, picking it up off the table. “Everything in it is true, except for one paragraph, isn’t it? She knew, if I brought you the photos, you’d ask to see the letter.”

I get a proud fatherly smile. “I believe you’re right. Shall we see what it says?”

“Yes! Do you have a sheet of paper?”

Ares takes a lined piece of notebook paper out of the nearby desk and hands it to me. I draw a table, making two columns to use for the order of the words from both beginning to end and end to beginning. After that, I add each word in the false paragraph to the chart in numerical order.

[image: Image]

“Okay, so the first line says ETB, meaning end to beginning or backward. The first number is one, which corresponds with the word alone. Write down the letter A,” I tell Ari, ripping off the bottom of the sheet of paper and handing it to him along with a pen. “Next is fifteen-R.”

Ari is sitting next to me, leaning over my shoulder. “The word is together, but what does the R stand for?”

“Reverse,” I say, having done codes like this many times for fun with my mom. “That means the next letter is an R. Then, we have thirty-seven, which is a C; forty-three, which is another A; forty-eight reverse, which would be a D; fifty-three, which is an I; and fifty-seven, which is an A.”

“It spells ARCADIA,” Ari says, sucking in his breath. “She actually did leave a clue. Do you think we’ll learn their plan finally?”

“I sure hope so,” all four of us say in unison.

“All right, next word is beginning to end, so we start with number twenty-three, which is the word pregnant, so a P. Then, we have thirty-four, which is an O; sixty-three, which is an I; twelve reverse, so an S; another thirty-four, so O; and forty-four, which is an N. There’s a slash, so a new word starts. Thirty reverse is a G; sixty-five is an R; twenty-four is an A; nineteen an I; and two is an N.”

“POISON GRAIN,” Ari reads incredulously. “That’s what you thought, Huntley. You were right!”

“But we still don’t know how they are going to use poisoned grain to kill so many people. It seems like an impossible task.”

“Maybe the next line will tell us how,” our grandfather says hopefully.

“Okay, so this one is end to beginning and has four slashes, so four words.” I quickly decipher the letters. “M and then Y. New word: W, then A, then R, another R, an I, an O, and another R. New word: F, then O, then R, then G, then I, a V, and an E. Last word: M and then E.”

“MY WARRIOR, FORGIVE ME,” Ares says, covering his face with his hand, visibly breaking down. 

And I can’t help but wonder if he will ever truly be able to forgive her for what she did. 

I move to sit next to him, putting my arm around his back. “I’m sorry she did this to you.”

“And I’m sorry for what I did to you, Huntley. Your training. It was not what I would have wanted for you had I known.”

“What would you have done differently?” I ask sincerely.

“I’ve thought a lot about that the past six months. On one hand, I’m thankful for the skills you learned and knowing that they have prepared you for this war. On the other hand, I feel like you missed so much … love. We trained you not to have emotional attachment. To survive on your own. That’s not what I would have wanted for my daughter.”

“How did you find Ari?” 

“Your mother included your birth certificates and Aristotle’s adoption papers. Finding him was quite easy. I learned his father had passed and that he was currently a brilliant military cadet student. Through old contacts, I got him sent to train with the CIA. Since I knew things were starting in Montrovia again, I wanted the two of you to be able to work together. I was planning on telling you the truth until we learned of the planned assassination of Prince Lorenzo while his father was dying. I thought, if I put you both out under your true identities in plain sight, then maybe you’d figure it out. So, I faked my death, and the rest, you know.” He chuckles. “Although I’m really a little surprised, Huntley, that you didn’t figure I was behind all of this on the day you were at my lab. The V over the A in the Von Allister Industries logo so clearly forms a black X.”

“I’m glad you sent us to protect Lorenzo,” I reply. 

“I didn’t know you would fall in love with him, but that is a rather pleasant surprise. Had things been different, you would have met at a much younger age and, well, who knows? I’m sure you have more questions, but we must get back to the mission at hand. As you have already determined based off your mother’s clues, they are going to poison food to cause an extinction event to create Arcadia, and we must figure out how to stop it.” 

“Who is going to cause this extinction event?” Ari asks.

“The Echelon,” Ares and I reply simultaneously.

“What’s that?” he asks. 

“While you answer that question for him, I need to go make a phone call.”

“Any chance I can finally get that hug?” my grandfather asks, standing up when I do.

I give him a nod, agreeing, and he holds me for a very long time. Upon releasing me, he gives Ari a bear hug while Blake wraps his arm around me.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to get back to you,” he says.

“You killed all my school friends, didn’t you?”

“Two former students did. They had to, sweetie. Your friend M was obsessed with the tabloids. As soon as she saw that you were on the cover, she tried to call them to get interviewed as someone who had known you then. She told the other students. I would have preferred they joined our fight, but at that point, Ares knew that you were his daughter. He couldn’t risk the truth coming out. We did it to protect you, and I will continue to work with Ares until we finish this.”

I swallow a lump in my throat. The emotional side of me is upset they killed them. The girl who was taught to survive on her own understands completely. Either way, there’s nothing I can do about it now. Other than make their deaths mean something. And the only way I can do that is to stop The Echelon.

After we end our reunion, I ask Ares if I could use a secure phone to call Montrovia.

“Of course,” he says, leading me into a room lined with steel and probably all sorts of countersurveillance devices.

“You’ve thought of everything, haven’t you?” I ask.

“I try,” he says. “Text Lorenzo and be sure, if you are going to confide in him, that he is on a secure line.”

“I will. I’m sorry I didn’t get to know you when I was younger, but with everything I’ve been through since I left Blackwood, I’m sure glad you let your father train me.”

“It’s not the life I would have wanted for my daughter, but in spite of everything, you have been truly incredible. And the way you handled yourself at the VA board meeting—yes, I secretly watched it—I don’t think I’ve ever felt so much pride.” 

It’s then that I launch myself into my father’s arms and allow myself to cry. 

And I think they are mostly happy tears. Because I’m not alone in this world anymore. 

“You should have told us,” I tell him when I regain control. “From the beginning.”

“Yes, I should have,” Ares says, “but I knew you wouldn’t believe me. You would have thought you were being manipulated. I needed you to discover the truth about your mother yourself. I know how devastated I was when I read the truth.”

“Do you hate her?”

“I could never hate your mother. Ever. And she probably knew that. Knew she could get away with it. Although we met briefly when you were younger, I first got to know you when you were ten. I liked you right away. You were so smart. Your mother didn’t let us spend much time together. She said she didn’t want you to have any emotional attachments. I realize now why she said that to me.”

“You put my life in danger. I’ve been through things you don’t know about.”

“I’ve learned most of them, as you saw in the video game I created for you. Originally, it was simply to train you, but then I decided to monetize it. Running the school proved to be quite expensive.”

“I have a lot more questions,” I say.

“I wouldn’t expect anything less,” he replies. “I promise to answer them all after you make your call. I think I’ll go whip us up some breakfast.”

He steps out of the room. I send Lorenzo a quick text, and he responds right away, letting me know he’s in a secure location and I can call him. 

“Thank you for having the forethought to send my brother here,” I say when he answers. “It was exactly what I needed.”

“When you left, you had an unsettling mix of emotions. Was your hunch correct?”

“Yes. I just called to tell you I’m okay, and all is good.”

“What was good,” he counters, “was the kiss we shared before you left.”

A grin spreads across my face. “To use one of your words, I didn’t think it was just good; it was quite exquisite.”

“I’m visiting the Olympic sites on Tuesday. Will you be here to join me?”

“Yes, I will. The only issue I’m worried about is that the press will see us together.”

“I have been concerned about that as well. And I’ve come up with a plan. Bring Daniel with you. We were all friends before the engagements. I think it will be good for the press to see that we all still are.”

“You want to take Lizzie and Daniel with us to tour the facilities?”

“No, my sweet. I need you alone for that, but if we are seen together in social situations, it won’t seem unusual for me to invite you alone to view something that was your father’s design.”

“You are a little devious. I like it.”

“And I love you, my darling. Until then—”

“You’ll keep tracking me?” I tease.

“As long as you will allow me to by wearing my words of love around your neck.”

“That will be for as long as I’m alive.”

“I do hope that is for a very long time. I have many plans for us.”

“As do others,” I say, knowing I need to get back to work and ending the call after telling him good-bye. 




I find a hustle of activity going on in the kitchen. Blake has a towel thrown over his shoulder and is standing in front of a professional gas range, cooking up a bunch of scrambled eggs. Ari seems to be manning the toaster, adding more English muffins to the machine and buttering the ones he just took out. Ares is cutting up banana pieces while his father is stirring pancake mix. 

I stop for a moment and take in the scene. Looking from the outside in, you’d think we were all a happy family, prepping to dine together. 

And I will admit, I kind of like the look. 

“What can I do to help?” I say, making my way around the island. 

“Rummage around in the pantry behind the antique barn door over there and see if you can find some chocolate chips. This is the first breakfast I’ve ever had with my children. It has to be just right.”

I do as I was told, searching through a very well-stocked pantry. “Have you been living here this whole time?” I ask Ares.

“Yes, the three of us have been roughing it here. I have to say, I got accustomed to having my staff on call, and I miss it.”

“It’s a good thing I’m still a good cook,” Blake says amicably. “Or he would have starved.”

“Hey, I can hold my own,” Grandfather says. He turns toward Ari and me and says, “I’m a sandwich connoisseur. I make lunch every day.”

“And I miss my chef’s salmon and spinach salad with homemade lemon poppy seed dressing,” Ares teases. 




When the dining table is piled high with food, we all gather around, quickly sitting down and filling up our plates. 

“The chocolate chip pancakes and bacon are delicious,” I comment. “While we eat, would it be okay if I asked a few questions?”

“Of course,” Ares says. 

“Why did you become a recluse? And, if you have your ring, why don’t you take the treasure? Without the treasure, they wouldn’t have the funds to start their new world, right?”

“Money wouldn’t be an issue if most of the population was gone,” Ares answers. “And I gave them my ring a couple of weeks after your mother was killed. It was all my fault.”

“Because you asked her to investigate why Alessandro tried to kill King Giovanni?”

Ares looks surprised. “I didn’t know you remembered.”

“I don’t. My mom told me that we were going on a treasure hunt of sorts and looking for answers. But I remember that we went on a tour of the castle in Montrovia. And I had a dream that she was down on her knees, digging there. I went to the same spot, dug up some flowers, and found the dollar bill with Alessandro as the king of Arcadia. It was just like the dollar we’d found in Ophelia’s belongings. It just had his picture on it instead.”

“Yes. I sent it to her, so she could try to figure out what the plot against Montrovia was. As you know, I was in The Echelon. A secret organization that dates back to Lorenzo the Magnificent’s time. I shared with the group my plan for both the TerraSphere and the idea of creating a perfect world. It became their goal. Of course, I was thrilled, as they made it sound like we were working toward a noble cause. That we would gently guide the world. After the attempted murder by his own brother, Giovanni went looking for answers. He found the bill hidden in an old book in Alessandro’s study then sent it to me.”

“I don’t understand why Alessandro was in The Echelon and not the eldest son, Giovanni.”

“That didn’t sit well with me either. It was part of a long tradition. When I saw the dollar with Arcadia on it, I surmised that the group was trying to make it happen as opposed to a gentle nudge. It’s also when I gave them back the ring and became a recluse. I needed them to think I wasn’t a threat. Men who can talk don’t typically leave The Echelon alive.”

“Are Malcolm and Aleksandr a part of it?”

“I don’t know. That’s another reason I left. There were two empty seats, and I got the impression that Hillford was courting them both. I was worried, if I were there, it would sway the group.”

“Are Ari and I your Trojan horses?” 

“What do you mean?” Ares asks. 

“You delivered us to their doorstep, and they invited us in.”

Ares lets out a chuckle. “I suppose you are, but I didn’t think of it that way. I just needed you in their world, so you could meet Lorenzo.”

“Causing you to fake your death, so your long-lost children could be found,” Ari adds.

“Yes,” he acknowledges. “That’s the brilliance with all of this. DNA tests prove that you are my children because you are. My friends have openly embraced you. You’ve met Echelon and Society members during the social events that you have attended since your first mission.”

“Speaking of The Society,” Ari says, “are they good or bad?”

“Overall, they are exactly what they are. A secret group with good intentions for people with a lot of money or status. But they are also the chosen few.”

“What do you mean?”

“When the population control measures are exacted, Society members will be certain to survive. They will be given instructions and will retreat to their vaults.”

“Does that mean we can just wait for The Society’s instructions and react then?” Ari asks. 

“We’re talking about a population reduction event that will leave us with only seven percent of what we have. I fear, by the time they notify the group, it will be too late to stop.”

“And why didn’t they tell you of their plan?”

“Because I think Hillford wanted to see it happen in his lifetime. He had already moved The Echelon’s great treasure to Iraq. And, quite honestly, what he did was diabolically brilliant. Regardless, it’s all my fault. It was my idea. I had learned at a Bill Gates conference about the plight of our environment and population issue. That’s what I do. I see a problem, and I set out to solve it. They decided they wanted to take matters into their own hands and started talking about owning the world—literally. How we needed a reset button that didn’t involve nuclear war. The Great Culling.”

“And then things started happening around the world. Marcelo’s suspicious death and Giovanni’s strange illness, the threat to Lorenzo,” Blake says. “Not to mention, the takeover of the Strait of Malacca and the port in Tartus. The nuclear bombs they stole. The death of the chairman of the International Financial Committee and his replacement with Rutherford Elingston.”

“I like Rut,” I say. “Is he a bad guy?”

“I’ve always liked him, too,” Ares replies. “But, yes, he is part of the group. That means they not only control the world’s banks through Rut’s family holdings, but also the financial markets.”

“I think I need to tell you about what happened when I was at Dupree’s house.”

“You told me that he was going to kill you but shot himself instead,” my grandfather says. 

“He said a lot more than that. The first thing he asked me was if I could keep a secret like my father. He told me the nuclear bombs were only for a sleight of hand and that I had my father’s fearless curiosity. I actually had him talking and was going to overtake him, steal his gun, and shoot his two remaining men, but when his hand flashed in front of my face, I saw the emerald ring go by. The same ring that my mother and I’d looked at together at the museum. It threw me off guard a little. I asked if it was Lorenzo the Magnificent’s personal crest. That was when he asked me if I recognized the ring and told me you had one just like it, Ares. He said it was his own fault. That they—which I now assume is The Echelon—said it would work without the devices but that he’d insisted on a backup plan. He said, when the world goes kaboom, you can quickly get governments’ attention.” 

“When the world goes kaboom?” Ares says, his mind seeming to calculate all the possibilities. 

“Which doesn’t make sense,” Ari adds while Blake and our grandfather nod in agreement. “Poisoning grain and explosions don’t seem to go together.”

“I didn’t understand that either. He also said that my passive father would have fully disapproved and that the rest of them would never forgive him for the mess. He told me it was really too bad I’d gotten caught up in it. That I was destined to marry Lorenzo and become the queen of Arcadia while my brother would have taken his rightful place at their table. Right before he pulled the trigger, he said he had no choice and muttered, ‘To Arcadia.’”

“That’s what they say at the end of every meeting as they raise a glass filled with the rarest of scotches and toast.”

“Did that start after you made your presentation? Like in the video game?”

“What video game?” Ari asks.

“I can fill you in later,” our grandfather tells him. 

“On that note,” I say, getting up from the table, rinsing my dish, and putting it in the dishwasher, “this has been fun, but I need some sleep. I don’t think we should all be here together for too long anyway.”

“I’ll come with you,” Ari agrees and then turns to Ares. “So, what’s our next mission?”

Ares raises an eyebrow at me, so I reply to my brother, “We figure out who is in The Echelon. The group in Montrovia is working to track some of our suspects, seeing if we can tie their movements together. I have an interview on national TV with Daniel to discuss our engagement and upcoming wedding, and then I have to fly to Montrovia to tour the Olympic facilities. Including your Sphere, Ares.”

“And we’ll keep working on things from our end to see if we can come up with anything solid regarding the poisoned grain.”

“Start by looking hard at Harrison McClellan. He was on my mother’s list and he owns a biotech company. You’d think, if anyone could poison our world’s food supply, it would be him.”




Ari doesn’t say anything during our trip home, but once we get to the house and make our way up to the bedrooms, he leans against the wall near my door. “What’s your gut say? Do you think they were lying to us?”

“No, I don’t.”

“What I don’t understand is why he didn’t tell us as soon as he found out we were his kids.”

“Honestly, I think he wanted to protect us—mostly, protect me—from knowing that my mother was a liar.”

“How do you know he’s not spinning a tale? Something to play on our emotions?”

“The letter, for one. The code on his letter couldn’t have been made by anyone but her.”

“Unless he planted it in the box.”

“Maybe, but I don’t think so. I know that I said I wanted revenge, but I never really understood why I had been sent to Blackwood. Why they’d practically brainwashed me into believing that I shouldn’t have emotional attachments. Why teach me to survive on my own, only to bring my twin brother back into my life on my first mission? It’s easy to answer now. Because Ares didn’t know. And that’s why I believe him.”

Ari nods. “Makes sense. Either way, we’re not blindly following orders anymore. I’m going rogue with you. Night, sis.”

I go into my room and am considering taking a long, hot bath to wind down when he pops his head in my door. 

“It’s up to us to save the world, huh?”

“Yeah, Ari, I think it is.”

“At least we finally know who’s behind Black X and that their intentions are good.”




MISSION:DAY TWO




I wake up at a little past noon to the sound of my phone ringing. 

“Heard you were back in DC,” Daniel says. 

“Are you keeping track of me?”

“I probably should be. You do seem to be a magnet for trouble,” he teases.

“And part of that trouble includes being engaged to you.”

He lets out a laugh. “Oh, sweetheart, from that standpoint, I haven’t even started the trouble yet.”

“Have you talked to her?”

“No. I can’t. She needs to think it’s real.”

“Lorenzo said she was very upset.”

“Not upset enough to call me,” he counters.

“I think there is a fine line between making someone jealous and hurting them so much that they will never love you again.”

“We haven’t even begun to push that line.”

“I know, but it sounds like you want to.”

“And we will start with that today. We’re going to wander around Georgetown, hand in hand. Eat at outdoor restaurants. I’m sure someone will take a photo of us.”

“That means your publicist knows your plans.”

“Maybe,” he says coyly.

“I have some stuff that I have to do this afternoon, but I can meet you tonight.”

“Meet me? Oh, Huntley, you must be jet-lagged. I’m picking you up at your house. I might have just gotten a new car.”

“You could have just driven one of the Ferraris.”

“Yeah, well, none of them are as patriotic as mine. See you at seven.”




I consider going back to sleep but decide against it. I have something I need to do today. But first, I pick up the phone and call the number that connects me with Black X. This time, Ares himself answers. 

“Did you sleep well?” I ask.

“Yes. Did you?”

“We have a lot more to discuss.”

“I agree. We’ve left the loft though. Since you went there, it burned it as a safe house for us. We can’t take unnecessary risks right now.”

“Plus, you listed it in your trust. One that Royston Bessemer read.”

“Speaker of the House Bessemer?”

“Yeah, he looked over it for me in London so that I would understand the voting rights for the company. Was it always written that way? Or did you change it for the event?”

“It was always written that way. I don’t know Ari very well.”

“You don’t know me very well either.”

“I know you quite well; you just didn’t know me. I was very involved in your education. I read your essay on Bernini. I watched live videos of your trainings. I knew that you wouldn’t be intimidated by a bunch of powerful old men. Your brother, on the other hand, was brought up in a military family. He’s more rigid and more apt to take orders.”

“I must be a bad influence on him then,” I say with a laugh, “because he said we’re not blindly following orders anymore.”

“That is excellent news. I have a secret entrance to my lab. Could you meet me there shortly?”

“I have something I need to do first, and then I can.”

“May I ask what’s more important?”

“You can ask. That doesn’t mean I’ll tell you.”

“We can track your phone.”

“I know. But you can’t track me. It’s not a secret though. In the trust, you listed the house where my mom and I lived. Where she was killed. When I first saw it listed, I wondered why in the world you had bought it. That I would never in a million years want to go back. But, for some reason, I need to. Does it look the same, or did the CIA clear it all out?”

“Your mother rented the home from me through a property leasing company. She wanted you to have the stability of being able to stay there should something happen to her.”

“I think I understand why she didn’t tell you.”

“You do? Because, even after reading both of her letters, I don’t. I loved her, but I really hate what she did to us.”

“She mourned the loss of Ari. In her head, I think she convinced herself that he’d died to help relieve the guilt. If she had told you about me, she would have had to tell you that I was a twin. You would have seen the birth certificates. It would have made it all real. She also must have loved her job to consider putting me in danger. I know my upbringing certainly wasn’t traditional, but she was a good mother who managed to both shower me with love and teach me to be extremely independent.”

“I do go out in my Sam disguise. Would you allow me to take you, or would you prefer to be alone?”

I think about it. My first instinct is to say alone, but maybe I don’t always have to choose that option anymore.

“Have you been, you know, since then?” I ask.

“I have not. I couldn’t even go to her grave.”

“Is she buried as Charlotte?”

“Yes, I made my butler check it out. The three of your names are on the headstone. Supposedly buried together after the car accident that took your lives.”

“That’s okay. I like being Huntley Von Allister.”

“You do?”

“Yeah. Thank you for all you did for me, especially not knowing I was yours. You went to a lot of trouble just for me. It speaks volumes of your love for her. I hope, maybe someday—anyway, so the house looks the same? Is any of my stuff still there?”

He doesn’t speak for a few moments, probably trying to determine what I was going to say, which was that, maybe someday, he would love me, too. Fortunately, I didn’t let it slip out because it’s a ridiculous notion. 

“Obviously, I had it professionally cleaned, and there were pieces of furniture that had to be replaced,” he says, “but I asked them to do so with nearly identical items. The CIA went through the home and took anything that could connect your mother to them. Basically tore the place apart. Anything they didn’t take, they left for the owner to dispose of, which means it’s all still there.”

“I’ll be ready in ten minutes.”

He gives me the address of a busy nearby park and instructs me to pick him up there. 




Thirty-five minutes later, I’m standing in front of the house. I’m wearing workout clothing, no makeup, and my hair is in a pony, pulled through a baseball cap. Ares is dressed as Uncle Sam, and we’re supposed to act like I’m a possible renter. It’s been over six years since my mother was killed. I highly doubt anyone has been watching the house for that long, but it’s good to be cautious. 

The house is still adorable. Cape Cod style. White paint with black shutters and window boxes filled with colorful flowers. And what was always my favorite thing about it—a red front door. But, now, I feel like the door is foreshadowing what I will see inside. 

I close my eyes for a moment. Instead of seeing the familiar little hole forming in my mother’s forehead, I see the blood and brain matter from the exit wound splattered across the room, the gore so unbelievable that it almost didn’t seem real. 

Ares takes my elbow, steadying me. 

“We need to change the color of the front door,” I mutter. 

“Oh,” he says, quickly understanding but still leading me up to the porch. 

He unlocks and opens the door. I expect to see my vision but am happy to see the house that I used to love coming home to.

I’m drawn to my mother’s room first, going in and seeing her white ruffled comforter on a black iron bed. Her bedside table still holds the book she was reading and her favorite perfume. I pick up the bottle and spray it into the air. 

A deep inhale takes me back. They say smells are our earliest memories. The ones most ingrained into our brains. And this smell is everything. In this scent, she’s still alive. She’s smiling. She’s twirling me around and telling me she loves me. She’s tucking me into bed at night. She’s packing for a trip. She’s vivacious. And happy. And so am I. 

Tears stream down my face as I realize why I’ve been having the reoccurring dream. Why I always wake up the second the bullet enters her forehead. 

I didn’t want to remember what came next.

Because it was much too horrifying for my twelve-year-old self to deal with. 

I move to her closet for another onslaught of memories, recalling when and where she wore each piece. The black-and-white-striped shirt she wore on a flight to Paris when she joked she should have added a red beret. The teal silk blouse she wore to dinner in Marrakech. A designer-labeled dress that she bought in Singapore. I run my hand across each item, stopping at one that isn’t familiar.

I pull it out, finding a concert tee for a band called The Cure. 

“Have you ever heard of them?” I ask Ares.

“Well, of course I have. They were big in the eighties and nineties. Probably sold over twenty-five million records.”

“What kind of music?”

“They started out punk, did some goth rock, ended up being more New Wave pop.”

“Was she a fan? We listened to a lot of music together, and I don’t remember this band ever being mentioned.”

Ares’s face gets a sad smile on it. “Actually, I was into them. Your mom wasn’t sure about the whole punk rock movement.”

“The shirt looks new. In fact, it still has the tag on it. Was it supposed to be a gift for you?”

He looks at the name on the tag. “It says it’s from a store called Punk Rocker.”

I grab my phone out of my bag and do a quick internet search. “I’m finding only one store with that name—and it’s in Montrovia.”

“Do you remember shopping there?”

“No, but when I’m back in Montrovia later this week, I’ll go. See if I remember anything. Do you think it’s a clue?” 

He takes out his phone, turns on his flashlight, then hits an app causing it to change to a black light, and running it across the shirt. 

“That’s old school, huh? Write a secret message in ink that will only show up with a black light.”

“I’m not that old,” Ares teases. “But, yes, black light or sometimes a change in temperature. Would you go grab your mother’s hairdryer, so we can double-check?”

I do, but there is nothing, so I take the shirt off the hanger and flip it inside out, checking the tags, the seams, looking for anything. 

But we come up empty.

“I think she just bought it as a gift to give to you,” I finally tell him. “That’s nice, right? Did she often bring you gifts from our travels?”

“Sometimes, yes. She could be very thoughtful. And we always had a special bond through our friendship. I think that’s why her not telling me you were mine hurts so much.”

I fold the shirt up and hand it to him. “Wear it well, punk rock boy.”

To that, I get a laugh. “Now, I have to teach you to appreciate their music.”

“I’m looking forward to that. You know, I didn’t come here, looking for clues. I was looking for peace.”

“I know that,” he says. “But what I don’t understand is why she went to all the trouble to give you clues and not give you the complete picture.”

“I’ve thought about that, and I think I know the answer.”

“You do?” he asks, looking surprised.

“I think she figured out just enough to know there was a plot. I mean, think about it. She took time off, lied and said she was going on vacation, even used two different passports for us to hide where we had been. She was keeping it all a secret from her work. But then, the minute we got home, she called her CIA handler—your father—and told him she had discovered a plot to end the world as we knew it. Why would she do that?”

“Because she needed help,” he says thoughtfully.

“Exactly. She had discovered enough to report to you that you were right, but she didn’t know enough to stop it.”

Ares nods. “That actually makes sense.”

I smile. “You know, everyone I meet tells me how brilliant you were. I’d like to think I got a little of that in me.”

Ares beams. “I am pretty sure you have it in spades. I’m really sorry—”

I reach out and touch his arm to stop him from saying it. “No. No more apologies. You didn’t know. And, after meeting you, I know for sure that, if you had known, things would have been very different. I’m not mad at you. Even though, at one point during all this, particularly when I thought you’d lied to my mom and stolen Ari, I did hate you. I have a question though. Both your father and Blake seemed to think that you did. Why did you let them?”

“Because they both loved your mother in their own ways. I didn’t want to shatter their illusions of her.”

“You needed them in this fight.”

“I did. Still do. My father was shocked to learn you were his granddaughter. Although he had been tough on you at Blackwood, he was so very proud of you. At one point, I’d told him he was getting too close to you. That turning into an old man was weakening him.”

“I should go a little easier on him then, I guess. It’s just hard because he lied to me a lot.”

“It was for your benefit.”

“And he made me talk to that stupid counselor.”

“Until you punched him in the throat.” He laughs. 

“I’m glad though. If I hadn’t been trained the way I was, I wouldn’t have been there to save Lorenzo.”

“You love him, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Yet you are engaged to Daniel.”

“I guess I can confide in you since you don’t get out much. After the encounter with Dupree, having that gun to my head and thinking I was going to die, I left there and went straight to Lorenzo. He proposed. We got married at sea by the captain of his yacht. It wasn’t legal, but …”

“It meant everything to the two of you,” Ares says. “And, the next morning, the queen announced his engagement to Lady Elizabeth.”

“Yes. And, while Daniel and I are close friends, he’s in love with Lizzie. And, if I can’t save Montrovia from whatever is going to start there, who’s marrying who won’t matter.”

“We are going to save it together,” he says. “I’m very worried about my friends. Did you notice the logo for Arcadia on the dollar bill?”

“Yes, it sort of looked like the Vallenta coat of arms.”

“That’s because the design is based off that. Did you notice that, while most coat of arms have a cross shape in the middle of the shield, it has an X?”

“Like Black X?” I ask.

“Well, like the black X from the Von Allister logo, yes. And each design inside the shield is based off my friends. We’d drink, joke, and gamble; we were on top of the world, dreaming of even bigger things. I made the logo for our perfect world more as a joke. But, when I saw it on the Arcadian dollar bill, I got very worried. I knew The Echelon was planning to turn my dreams into reality and what that meant.”

“What do the symbols stand for?”

“Well, first, there was the prince, Giovanni. Since the perfect country of Arcadia was going to have its capital as Montrovia, it made sense that I use the base of their coat of arms. The gold symbols generosity. The ponies symbolize readiness for all employments for king and country—not the world-class polo that people joke about—and their motto Virtute Non Vi Regium, which roughly translates to—”

“Virtue by glory, not force. When I took the castle tour, our guide told us that. She said Lorenzo the Magnificent was greatly adored by the people. That they wanted him to be king. That he didn’t have to take the position by using force.”

“Which is something I love about their monarchy. It’s one of the few in history that wasn’t taken by force.”

“I heard you were a pacifist.”

“My twin sister died in war. A mostly senseless war that did nothing but make many countries hate us, which has led to increased terrorism and more death. I would much prefer we lived in peace.”

“Me, too,” I say. “What about the other symbols?”

“There’s the eagle. That’s what we called Jack. His father was the president, and he ended up being elected, too. He was very patriotic, and everyone loved him.”

“His father was evil.”

“Yes, I know that now. My own father and I had a tenuous relationship, and I idolized Jack’s father a bit. He invited me to The Echelon when I was pretty young. To be involved in something of that magnitude that had its roots in the Renaissance, I was so incredibly honored. And, with the other members’ guidance and advice, my business flourished.” 

“Hillford ordered the hit on Jack because he couldn’t control him, right? There was something The Echelon wanted him to do that he wouldn’t. Do you know what it was?”

“I think it had to do with martial law. His father was pushing for him to sign a bill about it, allowing him to declare martial law without approval from the Senate in extreme cases.”

“Like a bunch of people dying?”

“I suppose so,” Ares says, bowing his head. “Then, there is The Society. Their crown symbol sits atop the crest.”

“Are they related? The Society and The Echelon?”

“Yes. Lorenzo the Magnificent had his network of contacts and spies, but The Echelon was his secret society. Throughout history, there have only been ten in that group.”

“Ten rings, ten seats,” I say. “And, now, The Society is connected through the phones you created. Those are the people they want to survive The Great Culling, I assume.”

“Exactly. Those they deem worthy of living in the new world. They have been expanding at an extremely fast rate over the last ten years. Their members now total close to five million.”

“And you, Jack, Gio, Malcolm, and Aleksandr were all recruited together?”

“I was the first, as you saw in the video,” he replies. “That’s part of why I became a recluse. I knew they were considering giving rings to Malcolm and Aleksandr.”

“Do they have symbols on the shield, too?”

“Yes. Aleksandr was the valiant. The dragon represents his Slavic background, but he was extremely chivalrous, particularly with the ladies,” he says with a laugh. “Gosh, I miss them. We called Malcolm the dauntless, so he is the lion on the shield. He has an unwavering personality and is very rigid in thought. We used to tease him that, when he wanted his way, he would practically roar.”

“Does that mean you are the phoenix? I guess that’s fitting now since you’ve risen from the dead.”

“They called me that because I would hole up in my lab, working on a project for long periods of time. They used to tease me that I’d burst into flames and I couldn’t come back out until I was reborn.”

“I really like Malcolm and Aleksandr. I hope they aren’t involved in this. I don’t want to have to kill them.”

“Would you if they were?” he asks.

“I wouldn’t want to, but if they were behind all this, yes, I would. And I’m pretty sure they are.”

“Why do you think that?”

“I opened the vault at the TerraSphere when I was there.”

“You what?” he exclaims.

“Isn’t that what you wanted me to do? You put it in the video game.”

“No! I was just trying to show you why the Sphere was built where it was. To hide The Echelon’s treasure. If you accessed it, that changes everything. They know. They have to know!”

“Know that it was me?” I ask.

“Yes! That must be why you were attacked.”

“I don’t think so.”

“What do you mean, you don’t think so?”

“They would have already killed me if they thought that. Think about it. Dupree’s ring is missing. How could I possibly have it?”

Ares considers this. “You’re right. And they have mine.”

I tell him about the timing of Malcolm and Aleksandr’s urgent trip and how I believe they went to the Sphere to check it out.

Ares furrows his brow in concern, clearly thinking it all through.

“We need to discuss who is in The Echelon,” I say, still on a roll. “We’ve been blind as far as that goes. Why don’t we just freaking kill them all and stop it that way?”

“Because Blake hung the man who’d killed Prince Marcelo off a building, and even then, all he would say was that there was nothing that could stop it.”

“Why are we even trying then? Why don’t we just go to your Society-approved vault to ride The Great Culling out and then live in Arcadia?”

“Because we can’t let millions of people die,” Ares says, shaking his head.

“I want a list. It will also help us figure out what their plan is. We can track them.”

“Tracking them is all I’ve been doing for the past six years, Huntley. I haven’t figured it out.”

“Okay, let’s talk about who is part of it. Who was in it when you left six years ago?”

“Myself, Marquis Dupree, John Hillford—who was the leader—Harrison McClellan, Alessandro Vallenta, Maximillian Olivier, Rutherford Elingston, and one ring was given to a British museum by an heir who hadn’t known better. They’ve been secretly trying to buy it back for years. The other two are of no consequence to the plan, as they passed with no male heirs. So, new members would have been brought in.”

“Let’s talk about their industries. You had the idea for the perfect world. What else did you bring to the table?”

“They didn’t ask anything else of me that would relate, so I think that’s it.”

“Okay. Dupree was in pharmaceuticals. I suppose they could taint their drugs. Or maybe they could put drugs in the grain that would kill people? Or they could simply withhold whatever the sick people would need to get better? But I feel like that’s not right. Because Dupree was trying to impress The Echelon with the nuclear bombs.”

“He was a bit of a showboat,” Ares agrees. “And, if they didn’t give him a big role, he would have created one for himself.”

“Hillford was a former president, and his son was president, which would be important to their plan to enact martial law—something they will need to do, right?”

“I assume so.”

“Do you know if that bill ever passed? Like, did Daniel’s dad approve it?”

Ares’s eyes widen. “I don’t know. Let me look.” He taps on his phone and then sighs. “Yes, he did.”

“So, they control the stock market of the world as well as a large majority of the banking, medical supplies, and drugs. Do you think they could have offered Hillford’s ring to Daniel’s dad?”

“I’d say it’s highly likely since he passed the bill.”

“Assuming they did, that means they effectively control the US and their military stations around the world. Speaking of the world, if Alessandro Vallenta had succeeded in killing his brother, they would control the Strait of Montrovia, possibly Tartus, and could have been behind the closing of the Strait of Malacca. That would hinder Europe’s ability to fight back in a war situation, wouldn’t it? Do you think their plan is nuclear and has nothing to do with poisoned grain? Like, could that have been the original plan, but now, it’s changed?”

“Maybe,” he says thoughtfully, “but I don’t think so. It would destroy their perfect world.”

I let out a frustrated sigh but keep going. “Rutherford Elingston’s family controls most of the world’s banks and now also controls the world’s stock markets. Not to mention, he’s worth about two trillion. What could Maximillian Olivier do?”

“He’s a fund manager. He can break a country’s economy by short-selling the billions he controls.”

“Which he could do right before they shut down the stock markets and closed the banks. What if that’s it? What if we’re talking financial ruin? People can’t buy food. Harrison McClellan owns much of the world’s food supply, so they’d die of starvation. Or they offer up free poisoned grain and kill them that way.”

“Possible, but I don’t see how that could start in Montrovia,” Ares counters.

“So, that’s eight out of the ten rings. If they recruited Malcolm, he’s been buying up water sources. Aleksandr has a shipping company. I suppose he would be able to move his ships freely. Who else? What about some of the other men on your board? Like Sergey Olander or Zayn Kipling or the CEO?”

“The CEO earns a good living, but he’s not in their league. And, while the other two have enough money, I’m not sure what they would bring to the table. Sergey mostly hangs out with his football club, and Zayn is busy filling his yacht with fashion models.”

“But Zayn is in the tech industry. Maybe they needed someone who understood things like quantum computing to run the TerraSpheres they want to build in the new world?”

“I don’t think so. Regardless, it really doesn’t matter at this point who the others are. They would have joined after the plan was in place. They might not even know the full plan. For example, if they invited Ryan Spear to the group, I highly doubt they would tell him they were planning to kill off most of the population.”

“True. So, once again, we’re back to square one.”

“I’ve been thinking about the fact that you accessed the vault. The vault can only be opened with a ring, but because of the secrecy of the group, they never wanted cameras or to mar the rings to distinguish between them. It’s no wonder they sent a team of men. They were worried that someone had broken in somehow or that they had a traitor in their midst. Thank goodness you didn’t take anything out of the vault. All of the pieces are electronically tagged and would have triggered alarms.”

“Which means they can’t figure it out. Why would a member go in the vault and take nothing?” 

“I think that’s what they are probably wondering. Maybe, somehow, we could make them not trust each other. Get someone to talk.”

“Maybe I should just ask. Everyone says you were curious and asked a million questions. Maybe I can say I discovered this plan in your personal effects. Ask about it.”

“No, that would put you in too much danger.”

“What if you went to them? Told them you, like, faked your death because of the mob or that someone had been after you.”

“They wouldn’t believe that.”

“Why not?”

“Because, if someone were after me, I would have gone to them. We’re talking about one group who has basically had a hand in ruling the world since the Renaissance. Petty criminals are a distraction, not a threat. I was curious as to past members and tried to determine who they had been but couldn’t find any written record. As far as I’m aware, there’s nothing to prove they exist other than the rings.”

“Okay then, let’s go at it from yet another angle. How did they know about my mother? What had she done that put her on their radar?”

“I don’t know. She didn’t talk to Giovanni, as I’d suggested she should. He told me so.”

“She talked to someone else.”

“What do you mean?”

I close my eyes and interlock my fingers, remembering. “She couldn’t meet with who she wanted to, so she spoke to someone else. He was tall and thin. Closely cropped hair.”

“Military?” Ares asks.

“He wasn’t wearing military dress but possibly, based only on his hair.”

“Have you ever seen the man since?”

“No. And I think I would recognize him. I met most of the top military officials at the Queen’s Ball, but I’ve really only had dealings with General Agueda and Admiral Lamonte.”

“And both of those men were friends of Giovanni’s. If your mother had told either of them something, Gio would have gotten the message.”

“So, what’s the plan? What would be my next mission—like, if I were accepting them?”

“Just keep doing what you can. Follow your gut. Maybe something will break.” He glances at his watch. “I must leave. Ari is meeting me. I’ll fill him in on everything we’ve discussed. You’re welcome to come with or stay here.”

“I’d like to stay here.” 

He tosses me a set of keys and makes his exit. 

I stay seated on my mom’s bed for a few more moments, just absorbing the memories. I recall being in the tree outside and her calling me in when it started to get dark. I remember sitting on the bed, folding some laundry, while she finished unpacking. I try to gauge her emotions. She was moving quickly and efficiently, as usual. She seemed a bit preoccupied, but I didn’t perceive it as stress. I know, if I had discovered something like what she had, I’d probably be freaking out a little, but she wasn’t, which meant that she wasn’t worried about being betrayed or discovered. She had no idea an assassin was closing in on us. That means one of two things. She either told someone in Montrovia she felt she could trust completely, who betrayed her, or somehow, someone intercepted her secure call to her handler or Ares. Only one makes sense.

I pick up my cell phone and immediately call Lorenzo. 

“Lee,” he answers. “I’m currently flying home from London. It’s quite turbulent. Normally, it doesn’t bother me, but it’s good to hear your voice.”

“Speaking of turbulence, it’s about to get very bumpy in Montrovia. Right now, your country is flying through a few wispy clouds. I believe you have a traitor in your midst. Actually, in your military. Someone your father trusted who he shouldn’t have. Someone who was probably in a position of power six years ago when Alessandro tried to kill him on the yacht. They were planning a coup. And that person might still be. Can you imagine the chaos if there were a coup during the Olympics?”

“No, I can’t. Before we get into that, however, I want you to know that our little friend is on his way to see real-life superheroes. He insisted I help him pack. And his suitcase might be full of costumes I purchased for him to wear.”

“That was really sweet of you.”

“What can I say? Both of your pouting faces are my kryptonite.”

“I’ll have to remember that,” I tease. “Just so you are aware, Daniel and I are going on a very public date this evening, and we’ll be on a late-night talk show tomorrow. I would only agree to one interview, so I expect he will be a little over the top affectionately.”

“And you will only be playing a role?”

“Yes, but I promise that, regardless of what you see, know there is nothing going on between us. Our engagement has been purely platonic, and if he kisses me in public, it’s only for show. I shouldn’t really be telling you all of this. His idea was to make you jealous as well, hoping one of you would break the engagement. And, while I want that, I don’t want to hurt you, and I don’t want to lie to you.”

“I understand your need for the charade,” he says, sounding a little choked up. “You know I would break the engagement with Lizzie in a heartbeat if you would agree to go public with our relationship.”

“And you understand why we can’t do that yet, right? I don’t have time to spend my days posing for magazines and going to tea. Too much is at stake.”

“Including our love. Something I worry about more than my country.”

“Will you please try to figure out who Alessandro was conspiring with?”

“As long as you keep wearing the necklace, I will do anything you ask of me, my love.”

I’m quiet for a moment and then say, “I’m at the house where it happened.”

“Where your mother was killed?”

“Yes. It was left among other properties in Ares Von Allister’s will.”

“You should have told me that when you first called,” he says sternly, but then his voice softens. “Are you all right?”

“I am. I realized why I kept waking up in my dreams right after the bullet entered my mother’s head and why I blocked so much out. It’s the same reason I didn’t ever want to come back here. You saw it yourself when I rescued you and Ari. The bullet goes in clean, but—”

“There is a lot of gore as the bullet exits. I will admit to looking away. It was traumatic as an adult. I can’t imagine how it was as a child.”

“I’m okay now,” I tell him. “The house is … well, it looks like I remember it from before that horrific moment.”

“You seem at peace with it. That makes my heart happy.”

“You make my heart happy. I have to go. Daniel and I will arrive in Montrovia on Tuesday morning. He will be prepping for the Olympics. I will be touring the locations with you. Will Lizzie be joining us?”

“I hope not,” he says. “Until then.”

When the call ends, I push myself up and get to work, meticulously going through the room, hoping to find some kind of clue. I search for secret hiding spots. I search in plain sight. When I’ve exhausted every inch, I move into the main part of the home to do the same. 

After finding nothing of significance and realizing my mother probably purposely lived a very clutter-free life, I decide to go into my bedroom. I’m not sure if I’ve been avoiding it or what, but when I open the door, it brings tears to my eyes. It is the one room in the house that really hasn’t been touched. The colored pencils I was drawing with are still splayed out across my desk, the picture I was working on underneath them. I run my finger across the top of the desk, finding no dust. That means Ares gave specific orders to clean the room but not disturb it. 

I pick up the princess and prince music box my mother bought me in Montrovia when I was only six. I realize now that the couple atop it is supposed to be Lorenzo’s parents, probably created from a photo of their wedding day. I turn the key to make it play the song I know so well. It’s a song played in Montrovia to wish someone well, whether on their birthday or another special day. I close my eyes, hum along, and remember waltzing in Lorenzo’s arms at the Queen’s Ball. The grandeur and the grace mixed with the fear that someone would succeed in killing the man I knew I was already in love with despite my mission and training.

The music ends, waking me from my reverie and spurring me to keep going. I have to stop what is going to happen in Montrovia. But how can one girl stop both a coup and The Echelon from succeeding?

I’d like to say that I’m not just any girl, but I am. 

I’m just one girl. 

And I know it’s not my training or abilities that will allow me to succeed. It’s the love that continues to drive me.
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I’m in a slight panic over what to wear on our date. I think I’d rather face a room full of assassins than my closest sometimes. My typical designer dress and heels seem like too much, and jeans and sneakers feel like not enough. I call Dr. Kate, who guides me toward a cute off-the-shoulder pinstriped chambray romper with white-heeled booties. I love her picks, except for when she suggests a red handbag to go with it. 

“Just because I’m engaged to the president’s son doesn’t mean my wardrobe is going to be all red, white, and blue. How about something orange instead?”

“I like it. An unexpected pop of color is always fun. Have a good time,” she says, ending the call.

I’m just slipping on the booties when Daniel calls and says to meet him out front in five minutes.

“I guess that’s better than honking,” I say.

“Huntley,” he chides and hangs up.

I put the finishing touches on my makeup, grab a pair of aviator sunglasses, and am walking out the front door when he pulls up in a beautiful deep blue Bugatti Chiron. Aside from how fast it is, the car has a distinctive C-bar shape on the side. 

Daniels gets out, wearing a Christmas-morning grin. “What do you think?”

“If you were trying to be patriotic, you should have bought an American car,” I tease.

He comes around to the passenger side and opens the door for me. “This is what I meant by patriotic.” 

The interior of the car looks like a luxurious cockpit, and the seats are decked out in blue-and-white stripes with a single red one down the middle. 

“I’m surprised you didn’t have them embroider gold medals into the leather.”

“I couldn’t do that yet. I have more medals to win.” He smirks. “What do you think?”

“I think it’s one of the most beautiful cars I’ve ever seen. The lines on it are ridiculously gorgeous. Looks fast, too.”

“Oh, it is,” he says. “It’s got a sixteen-cylinder, eight-liter motor with four turbo chargers and fifteen hundred horsepower. Zero to sixty in two-point-five seconds. Get in.”

I glance at the stripes of the interior and then at the ones on my outfit. “Okay,” I say. “But you probably won’t be able to see me.”

“It’s like you’re wearing camouflage.” He laughs and then grabs me around the waist, pulling me close. “You look adorable. Flirty. Perfect for our romantic evening, which is something we need to talk about.”

“We don’t have to talk about it, Daniel. I know what you want.”

His grin turns naughty. “And what is it that I want?”

“Exactly that. Playful flirting, tender moments, hand-holding, big smiles—”

“Kissing,” he says.

“Daniel.” I shake my head.

“Come on, Huntley. We’re engaged. We have to kiss.”

“A cheek or forehead kiss is cuter in pictures than making out.”

“So, if I kiss you, you won’t mind?”

“I’ve never minded kissing you, Daniel.”

“I know. That’s why I’m worried. If I start kissing you now, you’ll fall for me again, and I’ll never be able to get rid of you.”

“Very funny.” I lean in and kiss him on the lips, startling him. “Tell you what; let’s just go have fun. Don’t try to script it, or it will look like a photo op and not love. Lizzie will know the difference between the two.”

“Good point,” he says, helping me in the car.




The car alone attracts a lot of attention. That, and the fact that we are not-so-discreetly being followed by two Secret Service agents. 

We walk hand in hand and pop in a few shops and I have fun making him try on clothes I picked out. He ends up getting a few shirts, and then we stop at a trendy wine bar, choosing a spot on the outdoor patio. 

Daniel slides his chair over to sit next to me—to be romantic and because he loves to people-watch. 

He orders us each a chardonnay, and then he puts his glass against mine. “To planning our wedding and to my beautiful Huntley.” 

We each take a sip, and then he puts his fingers under my chin and looks into my eyes. I know it’s supposed to be a serious, lovey moment, but I can’t help it; I break out in laughter. 

I’m mid-laugh when he kisses me. It’s a friendly closed-lips kiss, and since I know he’s trying so hard and I can hear a camera clicking photos, I run my hand through the curls at the nape of his neck, break the kiss, laugh again, and then brandish a breadstick in his direction. He picks up his own breadstick, and we have a little duel. 

When I hit his with enough force to break it in two, he says, “You win. I’ll wear a tuxedo.”

“You don’t have to wear a tuxedo unless we do an evening wedding,” I say.

“What time do you think? My mom says the Rose Garden would be a beautiful location.”

“Perfect,” I say, not caring one way or another. I have no intention of marrying Daniel … unless … 

Truth be told, I really like Daniel. He’s funny and easygoing yet highly driven. And, if I had never met Lorenzo, I could see us being happy together. 

I reach out and caress his cheek. “I say, we skip wedding planning and just talk.” 

He twirls a piece of my hair around his finger. “We have to know some of the basics. That’s what they will ask about tomorrow in the interview.”

“Really? I would think they’d want to know about our relationship and the details of the engagement. That’s the romantic part. And, if they ask about planning, I’ll just say it’s a secret and that the wedding is going to be intimate—just family and close friends.”

“With a big bash after,” he says. “You need to go dress shopping. I read one has been commissioned for Lizzie, and her wedding isn’t until December. We have less than a month.”

We finish our wine, pay the tab, and are wandering down the street when I spot a pastry shop and drag Daniel inside, ordering us each a treat. Me a unicorn cupcake and him a chocolate chip cookie about the size of his face. 

“Daniel, have you heard anything about something bad happening at the Olympics?” I inquire. 

“My mom still isn’t sure she wants me to attend and is throwing a fit about it. Of course, she knows I’m going, and she’ll be there to support me, but the director of the CIA has been visiting the White House more than usual. I’m sure he’s briefing my dad on all things, but I know Montrovia keeps coming up. It’s my understanding that, at first, they were investigating a possible terror attack, but now, they are worried about a coup. Apparently, some admiral has been outspoken in their meetings.”

“That would be Admiral Philipe Lamonte. He was one of King Giovanni’s closest friends.”

“Well, the king’s gone, and regardless of Lorenzo’s engagement to Lizzie, there are factions in his parliament that aren’t convinced he should rule.”

I roll my eyes. “I’d be willing to bet most of the men in power at the parliament have had numerous women in their pasts, too. Lorenzo dated a lot. Big deal. He could because he didn’t expect to have to marry for a few more years. And he’s very much stepped up and even nearly died for his country.”

“Parliament seems to be slightly appeased by the wedding, but if the royal family is overthrown by the people or any other faction, our government is prepared to step in. It’s imperative the strait doesn’t fall into the wrong hands.”

My mood darkens as I wonder how much of this is true. Lorenzo loves his country and is already a good king. With more time, I’d be willing to bet history would recall him as one of the greatest. I believe there’s a reason he’s named after Lorenzo the Magnificent. 

I thought I wanted the fairy tale, but that’s not really true. I just want Lorenzo. If I didn’t know how deeply upset he would be, I’d say to him, Let them have the country and run away with me, but I feel the same way. Like some unknown force keeps pulling me back there. I think about past lives and what Ari said about our connection. I felt that way about Lorenzo on the castle tour when I was twelve—like I had looked into the eyes of my destiny. 

Daniel wraps his arm around my shoulders and kisses my cheek. “Stop thinking about him,” he whispers. “Not now, please.”

I take ahold of the pendant Lorenzo gave me and slide it across the chain, knowing this charade is a waste of time. It’s distracting me from my mission. 

“I don’t know if I can do the interview tomorrow,” I tell him, feeling mentally drained by all the men in my life.

“Don’t say that. Don’t even think it. We have to. You would only let me set up one. Do you know how many interviews she has done?”

“Uh, no.”

“One hundred and twenty-seven at last count. And, before you ask, I’ve watched or read every single one of them.”

“That’s really kind of pathetic, Daniel.” 

“On that note, let’s go get some dinner.”

He leads me around the block to a Neapolitan restaurant with brick walls and a funky bar. He doesn’t waste any time, ordering a feast consisting of bruschetta, chicken marsala, rib eye steak, lasagna, and two different types of pizza.

“I hope that’s feeding the Secret Service men, too,” I say.

“Don’t give me crap, Huntley. I lifted hard before doing my morning laps. I’m starved.”

“I’m just teasing you,” I say with a grin as the waiter sets down the bruschetta. “I actually really like it, because I get to taste a little bit of everything.”

We’re just ready to dig in when a group of people we know is being seated near us. 

“Huntley, Daniel,” Senator Bill Callan says. “Congratulations.”

“Let me see the ring!” his wife, Sissy, says, taking my hand and holding it up to the light. 

“Have you met Speaker of the House Royston Bessemer and his wife, Renee?” Bill asks us.

“We met Huntley at our granddaughter’s engagement party,” Renee replies. “But we haven’t had the pleasure,” she says to Daniel. “It’s so wonderful to see young people in love.”

“Would you like to join us?” Sissy, ever the hostess, asks us.

“Of course,” I say before Daniel has a chance to disagree. I’d like to bring up the Olympics and see if I can get any inside information. 

“We have a few more joining us,” Royston says to the waiter. 

We’re moved to a large table in the center of the room. 

“We’ve already ordered,” Daniel tells them. 

“Perfect,” Sissy says, ordering a spread of food for everyone else along with two expensive bottles of wine. 

“I hear you were wedding shopping with our granddaughter, Blair,” Renee Bessemer says to me. 

“Yes. Your husband was kind enough to help me understand my father’s trust in regard to his company shares. I was delighted that Blair had joined him.”

“She said you both found dresses,” she replies, causing Daniel to turn and smile at me. 

“You didn’t tell me that,” he says. 

“It’s the dream dress,” I say. “Completely over the top. I’m not sure it’s appropriate for the Rose Garden. I’ll probably go with something different.”

“Oh, you mustn’t!” Sissy says with Renee echoing her. “When you find a dream dress, you must buy it even if you don’t have an occasion to wear it yet.”

I laugh. “Are you telling me that the two of you have an extra wedding dress waiting in the wings for a special occasion?”

Bill and Royston laugh heartily, joking with their wives about leaving them. It’s cute to see old people in love. 

I’m about to ask who will be filling the still-empty chairs at our table when we’re joined by Senator Martin Vanderbilt, who I met at Bill and Sissy’s parties. He’s the man the director of the CIA had me talk to as a test to see what I could discover about his family. 

Martin knows both Daniel and me, and he introduces us to his wife, Nancy. 

“How are the kids enjoying summer camp?” I ask. “Beatrice and Austin, right?”

“You have a very good memory, Miss Von Allister,” Martin says. “Since we’ve barely heard from them, we know they are having a good time.”

“Beatrice especially,” Nancy adds. “Her brother was teasing her about having a boyfriend at camp.”

“Speaking of boyfriends,” Martin says to his wife, “Huntley is who I was telling you I wanted to introduce to our Nathaniel.”

“Guess you weren’t quick enough,” Daniel teases. 

“Oh, yes. Congratulations,” Nancy says. 

“So exciting for our country,” Sissy says and then leans in closer. “I heard they are giving you a hard time about a White House wedding.”

“Considering I just inherited, like, a billion dollars, you wouldn’t think that would even come up. Besides, it’s going to be a very simple wedding. Just family and a few friends. We’re not even sending out invitations.”

“Oh, what a shame!” the women agree. 

“See?” Daniel says, kissing my hand and grinning at me. 

“Fine. You want a big wedding? I can do a big wedding. But it will take time to plan. Let’s set a new date. Next spring work for you?”

He narrows his eyes at me. “You know I don’t want to wait that long.”

Renee leans over and whispers to me, “Honey, with enough money, you can make anything happen in a few weeks.”

It makes me wonder if owning a treasure like the one under the TerraSphere is enough money to allow you to kill off most of the world’s population in a few weeks. 

“I heard you are getting married after the Olympics,” Senator Vanderbilt says. “We’re taking the children to Montrovia. We’ve never been to the Olympics before, but with the combination of having them in such a luxurious place and our Austin being quite the swimmer, we couldn’t pass up the opportunity.”

I notice Royston Bessemer flinch slightly. As Speaker of the House, he would have inside information regarding international security issues. 

What does he know? 

“Daniel and I are heading there tomorrow night. And I’m super excited. Did you all know that the structure that will hold the Olympic athletes was designed by my father, Ares Von Allister? Of course, Royston, I know you know. Anyway, Lorenzo is going to let me tour it early.”

Everyone makes appropriate noises about my announcement, but Royston just nods his head, deep in thought. 

“We’re going to be at the Olympics as well,” Royston says, causing his wife to look surprised.

“When did you decide that?” Renee asks. “How will we get a hotel room at this late stage? I imagine they have been booked up for ages.”

“We booked ours three years ago,” Nancy Vanderbilt confirms.

“I’m sure I can get you tickets to whatever events you’d like,” Daniel says to Royston. 

“And, of course, you’re welcome to stay with us,” I add, upping the ante. “I have a lovely villa there with a full staff and plenty of extra rooms.”

“Sold!” Renee says. “How exciting! I’ve always wanted to go to the Olympics. Daniel, I heard you set a new world record at the Trials. Any chance we’ll all get to see you best it?”

“I sure hope so,” Daniel says, but Royston is still staring at me with something on his mind. And it makes me nervous. 

What if Royston didn’t just fill Hillford’s vacated seat on the Von Allister board? What if he was also given an Echelon ring to go with it?

Was Ares right? Could they have asked someone new and not filled them in on their ultimate plan? Or would they have told him everything?

What if that’s why he offered to read my father’s trust? What if it had nothing to do with how I should vote? What if he needed to know if Ares had mentioned the group or the ring?

The rest of our dinner is filled with good food, great wine, and lively conversations, none of which have anything to do with my mission.

We’re driving back to my place to pick up my luggage when Dr. Kate texts me a link to a tabloid site, featuring many photos of Daniel and me enjoying our evening. I hand him my phone, so he can look at them while I go in to grab my bags. 

A short time later, we’re on our flight to New York.




MISSION:DAY THREE




Lorenzo joins his mother and Lizzie in the breakfast room.

“I think we should ban Huntley Von Allister from coming into our country,” his mother says.

“Why ever would you want to do that? First of all, she’s a citizen. Second of all, she owns a home here. And, thirdly, she’s engaged to one of the Olympic athletes.” 

“I just don’t understand why the press is so obsessed with her. Even in Montrovia. And she seems like she couldn’t care less.” She slides her iPad across the table, so he and Lizzie can see a photo of Huntley and Daniel walking down the street, hand in hand, smiles on their faces and a large headline offering more photos of their night in Georgetown. “They haven’t done a single interview since they got engaged! And the girl rarely posts on her social media. She should take a lesson from our Lizzie here.”

“Or you should take a lesson from Huntley, Mother. Maybe less is more, and part of her allure is that she doesn’t care about the interviews or the press.”

“Well, she’s certainly running with the power brokers in Washington,” Lizzie counters. “Regardless of her social media presence, she and Daniel were at dinner at a trendy Georgetown restaurant when they were asked to join two senators and their wives as well as the Speaker of the House. It appears they were having a great time.”

“Daniel is the president’s son. It makes sense he would know them.”

“Nope,” his mother counters. “It says that Huntley is the one who knows them all, having met at various social events. It also says that Huntley and Speaker Bessemer’s granddaughter, Blair, were recently wedding-dress shopping together in London, where Huntley found her dream dress.”

Lorenzo swallows hard, knowing Huntley won’t wear her dream dress unless she marries him. And, although it’s what he wants more than anything, it seems like all the cards are stacked against them.

Lizzie was in a foul mood to start, but with each word his mother speaks, the lines under her eyes seem to darken.

“It says they’re doing an interview tonight on a popular late-night talk show,” she mutters, looking even more stricken as she’s scrolling through the photos in the news story.

“This is ridiculous,” the queen says, now holding up her cell phone. “Daniel posted a stupid photo of her sleeping, and you’d think she’d won a Nobel Prize based off all the comments.”

Lizzie hands the iPad back to the queen, lays her napkin on the table, and excuses herself. 

“You really shouldn’t be comparing Lizzie to Huntley,” Lorenzo tells his mother. “It’s not fair to her. You have her booked from morning to night with interviews and events even though she’s clearly exhausted.”

“I’ll cancel a few of her duties then,” his mother says dismissively. “She needs to rest up because the world is about to descend on our country, and she will be the belle of the ball here, not Huntley Von Allister. You should also know that I’m considering moving up the wedding.”

Lorenzo doesn’t bother arguing with her, as it will do no good, choosing instead to finish picking at his food, having lost his appetite the minute his mother mentioned Huntley and Daniel. Just because he knows their day was all for show doesn’t mean he’s still not insanely jealous.

After bidding his mother a good day, he makes his way to his study where he finds Lizzie dry-heaving into his leather trash bin.

“Are you okay?”

“I’m ridiculous,” she says. “Who gets this upset over a stupid boy? I should be ashamed of myself. I didn’t even mind the photos of them on their date. They looked like they were having fun, and I like seeing Daniel smile. It’s the photo of her asleep in bed that sent me over the edge.”

“In bed?” Lorenzo asks, needing to see this photo immediately.

She hands him her phone. “He posted it on his social media. The caption reads, She’s even beautiful when she’s sleeping, and then a heart emoji.”

Lorenzo carefully studies the photo. “That’s her plane. Why does her sleeping on a plane make you sick?”

“It’s a plane? Are you sure? I thought it was—as I said, I’m being ridiculous. Of course he’s going to sleep with his fiancée. It’s certainly expected of us.”

“Yes, it is,” Lorenzo says, pulling her into his arms, tenderly running his hand across her hair, and telling her that everything will be okay. Even though he’s not sure it will be.
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“You need to get up,” Daniel tells me. 

I’m not sure who set up the hotel for this occasion, but they assumed a single king-sized bed was what we needed. I was too tired to argue. 

“You need to shower and eat. The glam team will be here in an hour to get us ready.”

I roll over, pulling the pillow on top of my head. “The show doesn’t start taping until five. What time is it?”

“Nine.”

“I don’t take that long to get glammed up. Reschedule.”

“Can’t.”

“I suppose you’ve been up for hours?” I groan.

“Yep. Got a smoothie. Worked out. Did some laps in the pool. Ordered us breakfast.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Come on, Huntley. It’s our big day. At least pretend to be excited,” he whines.

“I will if you let me go back to sleep.”

“Okay,” he says, getting off the bed. 

I snuggle my head down, prepping for more wonderful sleep when he rips the pillow out of my hands and bats me with it. 

“Oh, now, you’re in trouble!” I yell, grabbing another pillow, standing on the bed, and swinging it toward him. 

He does an evasive maneuver, but he’s not quick enough. Especially when I somersault across the bed and follow it up with a shot to the head. 

That causes him to leap on top of me, pinning me flat on my back. I’m laughing, but his body is pressed against me, and his face is close to mine. And it’s … 

I suck in a deep breath, causing him to grin at me. 

“You think you’re tough, but you’re not.” 

That makes me laugh. 

“The somersault was an impressive move though. Mostly because I could see your underwear.”

“Daniel,” I say. 

He kisses my forehead as the doorbell rings. “I know.”




At breakfast, he informs me that his trainer will be joining us on the trip to Montrovia as well as my brother and Dr. Kate. 

“We never really discussed what we’re going to say at the interview,” he says. “We need to be on the same page.”

“No, we really don’t,” I tell him. “The bride does most of the planning typically.”

“Not for my wedding. I want to be involved.”

I can’t help but laugh. “You want to be involved in planning our fake wedding?”

“Yes, I do.”

“All right, I’ll interview you. So, tell me, Daniel, when are you getting married?”

“After the Olympics,” he says, getting all the food situated on the table the way he wants it. “At the White House, in the Rose Garden, with a rope, and Professor Plum.”

“Very funny,” I say, taking a bite of avocado toast. “How about colors? Have you registered yet? Picked out a china pattern? Where will you live? Where will you honeymoon?”

“Heck if I know. Fine. You answer those questions.” 

I raise an eyebrow at him and smirk.

“You told me so. I get it,” he says, laughing, but then his expression turns serious. “I’m sorry I gave you a hard time about Lorenzo at first. You liked him right away, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, but it was confusing because I liked you, too.”

“It drove me crazy that you’d slept with me but not with him. Isn’t that stupid?”

“No, it’s not. You could tell he wasn’t—like, it wasn’t going to be just a hook-up. I wanted more with him. The big wedding. The fairy tale. I wanted to go slow, mostly because I knew his reputation and I didn’t want to get sucked into caring for him, only to find out I was just one in a string of many. I liked him too much to risk my heart that way. I knew, if I slept with him, I would have a hard time maintaining emotional distance.”

“You needed more time with him,” he says astutely.

“So did you and Lizzie. If the announcement had happened even a few weeks later, you and I probably wouldn’t be prepping to go on a talk show about our engagement. I adore you. I hope we always stay friends.”

“Friends? Huntley, if this doesn’t work out, you’ll end up as my wife.” He gives me a wink and flashes one of his dimples in my direction.




After hours of prep and a wardrobe consultation with Dr. Kate, who flew in for the occasion with multiple options for both of us, we arrive at Rockefeller Plaza. Daniel was on the show after the last Olympics and seems to know the ropes. 

I should probably be nervous about being interviewed on national television, but I’m not. I’ll just go out there and pretend I’m talking to a friend or something.

We’re about to go on when I get a call from Chauncey, telling me he just met three superheroes, which almost brings tears to my eyes. In a few more days, he’ll be reunited with his father and be safe.

Thinking about that means I’m a little distracted when we are introduced. Daniel grabs my hand and leads me out on the stage to loud applause. 

The talk show host congratulates us and then plays a video of our proposal. “All of America wants to know about the two of you. Of your love story. What first attracted you to Daniel?”

I laugh and look at the crowd. “You’ve all seen him shirtless, right?”

Daniel chuckles as the women in the audience hoot, holler, and yell for him to take his shirt off.

“Does that mean you only love me for my body?” Daniel pretend pouts.

I roll my eyes. “Fine. If you must know, we first met at a gala in DC. He wasn’t shirtless, unfortunately; he was dressed in a tuxedo and running late. When he got to our table, his hair was messed up, and he flashed that dimple at me. That’s pretty much all it took.”

“And, later that night, I invited her back to my place,” Daniel says, waggling his eyebrows.

“That is true. He told me we should get out of there and go get some real food. Of course, I thought that was just a ploy to get me back to his place, but the second we got there, he was ordering pizza, and I realized he really was hungry. His daily calorie intake is ridiculous.”

“What happened next?” the host asks while the whole audience seems to wait on bated breath.

“We played Battleground.”

“She kicked my ass,” Daniel adds, nodding.

“And we’ve been best friends ever since,” I say, causing the audience to collectively sigh. I’m not sure if it’s because they think it’s cute or they are disappointed I didn’t say something juicier.

“You were seen in Montrovia after that,” the host says to me. “Dating Prince Lorenzo.”

“I met Lorenzo through Daniel. Actually, that’s not true. I first met Lorenzo briefly at a tailor’s shop where my brother was trying on suits. Later, they crashed my party.”

“She owed me a pizza and a shirt,” Daniel says.

The host flashes another photo of me with Peter. 

“That’s Peter Prescott. He was seated at our table with his friend, Allie, who is now engaged to my brother.”

“Making quick decisions about love must run in the family,” the host says, causing me not to like him so much anymore even though I keep a smile plastered on my face. 

“Are we going to go through all the women both you and Daniel have dated in the past? Although”—I chuckle—“the show’s probably not long enough for that.”

“Daniel,” the host says, effectively ignoring my comment, “tell us about the proposal.”

“It was my birthday. We had a spectacular day, celebrating. The fireworks were going off. It felt right.”

“Everyone wants to know what he said to you, Huntley.”

“I think it’s obvious that he asked me to marry him,” I reply.

“Yet, on the video, it looked like he might have had to convince you,” the host counters.

I tilt my head and look at the audience. “It’s interesting how people try to dissect other people’s lives. The engagement was a surprise. What he said is private. I know we live in a world where everyone wants to share every second, every word, but what he said was for me alone.”

“Okay then,” the host says, not giving up, “based off our social media poll, the public would like to know what you were thinking when Daniel was down on one knee.”

“What I was thinking?” I smile broadly. “I was thinking he was crazy! We’d known each other for less than two months.”

The announcer looks at me like a shark ready to attack. “You were shaking your head in the video. It looked like you were going to say no.”

“Actually, I was shaking my head in disbelief because I knew I was going to say yes.”

“And she said yes before she saw the bling!” Daniel teases. 

“Can you show us the ring?”

Daniel takes my hand in his, sweetly kisses it, and then holds it out for the crowd. 

“It’s a very unusual ring. What did you think of it, Huntley? It’s very patriotic.”

“It is,” Daniel says before I can answer. “And it makes sense since I’m an Olympic athlete and often representing my country in red, white, and blue. But it’s more than that. When I met her at the gala, she was wearing a killer red gown. The shirt she stole from me was blue, which she said brought out the color of my eyes. When our family went through a difficult time after President Hillford passed away, she was by my side during my father’s swearing-in, wearing a navy dress. She drives a red Ferrari. We spent the better part of a week on the Royal Montrovian yacht where she wore a red bikini. There were fireworks of red, white, and blue between us long before the Fourth.”

I think I might have actually just blushed.

Until the announcer continues grilling us. “We’ve learned, Daniel, that you bought two engagement rings. Why didn’t you give her the first one?” A photo is flashed on the screen of the ring he bought for Lizzie.

He looks forlorn when he says, “Because it wasn’t for her.”

“You mean, you were going to ask someone else to marry you?” the host asks, smelling blood.

“It means, he decided on a different ring for me,” I say, covering for him and wondering if they will edit this scene out or if Lizzie will see it and know Daniel was planning to propose to her. “And we’re very excited to be leaving tonight for Montrovia. How many medals do you all think Daniel will win this year?” I say to the crowd, hoping to change the talk to something safer. I turn to Daniel. “I mean, no pressure.”

“Will you be seeing King Lorenzo in Montrovia?” the host asks, refusing to let it go. 

“Of course,” I say. “He’s a good friend, and, well, when you are kidnapped together, it sort of bonds you. He will always be important in my life.”

“But he’s not as hot as I am, right?” Daniel jokes as our time onstage ends.




We go back to the hotel, have a celebratory dinner in their restaurant overlooking Central Park, and are just getting our bags unloaded at the airport when Lorenzo calls me. I glance at the time, noticing it’s nearly eleven, meaning it’s early morning in Montrovia. 

“Have a safe flight,” he says. 

“It’s awfully early there. Shouldn’t you be asleep in bed?”

“I am in bed. And I’m thinking of you.”

“That’s sweet,” I reply, moving away from Daniel as well as his coach, my brother, and Dr. Kate, who met us here.

“Not really. I’m up early to watch you on television.”

“You shouldn’t watch it,” I tell him.

“Why? Did you kiss?”

“No, the host asked questions about you.”

“I see. And how did you answer them?”

“As I should as Daniel’s fiancée. But Daniel slipped up. It will be interesting to see if they include it in the final cut and if Lizzie notices if they do.”

“What happened?”

“Somehow, they found out Daniel had had two engagement rings commissioned.”

“Are you telling me that one was for Lizzie?”

“Yes. He was going to propose when she came to Omaha for the Trials. She has no idea.”

“She will be deeply upset to learn that.”

“I know. Something to keep in mind though, Lorenzo. You don’t want her to break up with you.”

“Yes, I do.”

“No, you don’t. At least, not until the Olympics are over. It’s important that you look stable through whatever is going to happen. I have to go; we’re getting ready to take off. We’ll land around eleven your time, and I’m still planning to meet you at noon for our tour of the Olympic facilities.”

“I can’t wait to have you back home, Contessa.”




MISSION:DAY FOUR 




I wake up to my alarm about ninety minutes before we are due to land in Montrovia. I shower and get ready for the day. I’m dressed appropriately in a conservative dress and sensible heels since I assume we’ll be doing a lot of walking. 

Ellis picks us up at the airport, drops everyone but me off at the villa, and then takes me to the palace where Lorenzo and Juan are waiting at the entrance. I’m transferred to the royal limo, where I’m excited to find Admiral Philipe Lamonte, joint chief of the Montrovian armed forces, and covert agents William Gallagher and Gabriel Lavon.

“Is there a reason you’re all touring with me?” I ask. 

“We thought it would be a good idea if we went together. General Agueda went out on his own earlier in the week. I didn’t mention the grain,” Admiral Lamonte says, “just asked for a report on any possible weaknesses in the plan versus a list of terroristic scenarios. He’s given his side of the military’s full backing, and he assures us that the security in place is foolproof. While the man does have a very strategic mind, he doesn’t think like a criminal.”

“Which is why the three of us are here,” Gabriel says with a hearty laugh. “Good you could join us, Huntley.”

“Thank you,” I say while trying to determine what, if anything, I should share with them about what I’ve learned since we were last together. “I assume William filled you in on everything we know to date?” I say instead, which isn’t all that much. And certainly doesn’t include anything about the treasure under the TerraSphere.

They all nod.

“And what about a coup?” I ask.

“We don’t believe that to be a reliable threat. I’ve been through both sides of our military,” Admiral Lamonte states. “The top leaders are all loyal to your father and the crown. Most were his very close friends.”

“Not as close as King Giovanni was to his brother, Alessandro, I bet,” I contradict.

The admiral lets out a long sigh. “You’re right. For all you know, I could be telling you everything is fine and planning my own rebellion.” 

“Exactly. Same goes for the general or someone else popular within the upper ranks. Have you looked at their finances?”

“We have indeed,” Gabriel says. “We haven’t found anything of significance.”

“Maybe the payoff doesn’t come until after the monarchy is overthrown,” I suggest.

“Which would make it difficult to determine,” Lorenzo adds diplomatically.

“What if it’s not money? What if there’s someone like Alessandro who feels wronged by the monarchy? Alessandro didn’t like being the spare. Ophelia was mad because her father had cheated on her mother, which caused them to move away and live where her being a princess didn’t matter as much as she’d thought it should. If they were recruited, it would be someone like that.”

“Like love,” Lorenzo says in a melancholy tone. “Men often do crazy things for those they love.”

“Yes,” Gabriel agrees. “Someone open to blackmail or threats to their family.”

“Someone with a secret,” I confirm.




After a forty-minute drive outside of the capital city, we see a modern structure rising toward the sky. It is very different in appearance in comparison to the TerraSphere in Iraq. Rather than being a hut of a sand color similar to the desert, this is a sleek, glittering creamy white with two fifteen-story buildings marking its entrance.

“What’s it made out of?” I ask, knowing that the whole idea of the Sphere is to use locally available materials.

“Crema Marfil limestone. Locally quarried,” Lorenzo states.

“It’s beautiful. And those tall buildings look like a ship’s mast.”

“It is in tribute to our seafaring culture,” the admiral says proudly. 

We go through a security check and then pull into the center of the Sphere. 

I get out of the car, looking around in awe. “The world is going to love this place,” I mutter. 

“They really will,” Lorenzo agrees, equally impressed.

“Wait until you see the inside,” the admiral says. 

We go toward the center structure first. It has a domed roof like the desert Sphere but is five stories tall with windows encircling the top three. 

“Your Highness,” a man says, greeting our group. He’s around fifty, six foot tall, and graying at the temples. If I had to cast him in a movie, he’d be playing a cowboy, not a Montrovian businessman. “I’m Renaldo Marchend.”

“It’s good to meet you, sir,” Lorenzo says, shaking his hand. “My father spoke highly of you. I’d like to introduce Huntley Von Allister.”

“Miss Von Allister, it’s a pleasure,” Renaldo says. “What do you think of your father’s creation at first sight?”

“I think it’s gorgeous. I got to visit the TerraSphere he built in the desert. This is so different. So contemporary.”

“What you saw was the design for a dry suburban setting,” Renaldo says. “What you’re looking at here is a CitySphere, the city of the future—one that will house close to twenty-five thousand people. All of your father’s designs feature a central gathering place. This Sphere’s town center will be open twenty-four hours a day and consists of a food hall capable of catering to six thousand athletes at a time, a movie theater with eight screens, an entertainment center with video games, billiards tables, bowling alley, non-alcoholic bar, and reception spaces for lounging and relaxing.”

We walk into the building that features an atrium flooded with light. I’m drawn to the center, and looking up, I find the same style painting as in the TerraSphere—one of Arcadia. 

“Not only is our CitySphere architecturally pleasing, but the interior is also filled with artistic expression. In the city center here, the art has been created by local Montrovian artists. As we move into the dwelling spaces, we will view installations by artists from around the world. If you have ever seen photos of past Olympic Villages, they have been spartan, much like a university dormitory.”

“While the Spartans were warriors in Ancient Greece, which is fitting of the Olympics, I can’t imagine Montrovia doing anything in that manner,” I say with a laugh.

“You’re right,” Renaldo says, winking at Lorenzo. “It’s not our style.”

He leads us through the city center; it is designed with a modern, sleek aesthetic, but because of the art and furnishings, it feels very warm and luxurious. The limestone floor gleams, the wood-beamed ceiling adds coziness and separation of spaces, and the lounge areas feature plush seating. It’s like being in a fine home. 

When we get to the food hall, we find a smorgasbord laid out for us to sample and a man wearing a chef’s jacket.

“This is Pierre Dassi, owner and head chef of Dassi, a Michelin-starred restaurant in Cap,” Renaldo says. “He was given the mammoth task of coordinating the food for this event. He’s brought in chefs from around the world in order to offer a wide variety of choices to the athletes.”

After everyone shakes hands and I rave about his restaurant, we sample some of the delicious food while he tells us about the process.

“While at my restaurant, food is a culinary experience. For athletes, it is all about calorie intake and healthy eating. I wanted to combine the two. Our meals will take the gold medal.”

“What about safety for the food?” I ask. “Like, it’d be horrible if you got some bad fish that made everyone sick or some lettuce tainted with salmonella.”

“At most Olympics, a sample is taken from each food type so that, if there is a food-borne illness, it can be identified and traced back to the source. In Montrovia, we are taking it a step further by running analysis on the food before serving it. Our fruits and vegetables are all organic and triple-washed. We have a state-of-the-art kitchen with expansive cold food storage systems. Our grains are certified non-GMO.”

“What about corporate sponsors?” I ask, noting a plaque on the wall listing their names, one of which is owned by Harrison McClellan.

“The sponsors donated money for the facility. They do not have any control over the food itself,” he says with a laugh, squashing that theory. “If they did, these world-class athletes would be living on fast food. In fact, many past Villages offered such, but we choose to have quick bites that feel indulgent. Here, we have kiosks that function similarly but with healthy offerings, like grass-fed burgers, hand-cut Yukon gold potato fries, vegan tacos, and gourmet pizzas.”

“Our athletes will be eating very well,” Lorenzo says, picking up another sample and popping it into his mouth. We’re going to pray none of this food is poisoned because they are all chowing down. “I think I would like to come share a meal with them.”

“That would be incredible,” the chef says. 

And, although the other men in the room raise an eyebrow at Lorenzo’s comment, I think it’s wonderfully sweet. 

“Let’s move on to see the housing,” Renaldo says, glancing at his watch.

We go outside and to one of the taller structures. I look up at the glistening stone and notice the hilled landscape in the distance reflecting from the windows, creating an ever-changing form of art. Once inside, we’re met with a comfortable entry space that is set up in a similar fashion to a fine hotel. 

“Much like a luxury apartment, each building has its own concierge staff to assist with any need. The first two floors of each building will be open twenty-four/seven. The main floor is simply a place to gather and relax away from the crowds.”

He leads us to an elevator and up to the second floor. 

“It smells like a spa,” I say the second the doors open. 

“That’s because it is. This is our health and fitness floor. We offer sauna, whirlpools, and steam rooms as well as workout equipment and rehabilitation facilities.”

As we see the beautiful guest rooms, I’m thinking of all the people who will be attending the Olympics—all the athletes and staff, the media, and the ticket holders—and wondering how in the world anyone could possibly say for sure that it’s completely safe.

“What will you do with all this after the Olympics?” I ask. 

“Our plan is to offer tax benefits to those who would like to live here,” Lorenzo says.

“It sounds like you’ve thought of everything,” I reply.

“Actually, Huntley, your father thought of everything,” Admiral Lamonte says with a chuckle. “Lorenzo, are you going to tour the event locations now?”

“Yes,” Lorenzo says. “I’m told they are equally impressive.”

But, when we return to the limousine, we find news crews have gathered.

“They must have heard we were here,” Lorenzo says. “I suppose I should go say something to them.”

Our group makes our way over, and Lorenzo greets the reporters. Of course, their first question isn’t what he thought of the facility; it is about me. And him. And our relationship. And why Lizzie isn’t here. 

“For those of you who aren’t aware, Miss Von Allister’s father designed the Olympic Village. That is why she is touring it with me today,” he states. 

It doesn’t seem to appease them though, and they start calling out my name. Asking if I’m still engaged to Daniel. If I’m in love with Lorenzo.

I don’t bother to reply. I just walk up to Lorenzo, thank him for the tour, make some vague remark about having dinner with him and Lizzie in the future, and then turn around and make my way back toward the safety of my father’s buildings. 

Intrepid follows me. “What was that all about?”

“I don’t understand the question,” I say.

“You’re still in love with Lorenzo, Huntley.”

“And he’s engaged to Lizzie. The last thing Lorenzo needs is a scandal in his life.”

“You’re right. He does seem to have a lot on his plate.” He gives me a grin. “Since we don’t have a ride, maybe we should go back and eat some more of that wonderful food.”

“That sounds fun,” I tell him as I call Ellis and give him instructions on where to pick us up.

When we arrive back in the kitchen, Dassi is sampling some of his own creations. He gives us a warm smile. 

“You are back for more culinary delights?” he asks.

“Yes, our driver is on his way, so we have a little time to kill.”

“Well then, we must do this the right way,” he says, rushing into the kitchen. He returns with five bottles of wine and a sommelier. “The right wine brings out the flavors in each and every dish, and one should never let such incredible food go to waste.”

Glasses are set in front of us, a sparkling wine is poured, and after a toast to the Olympics, Dassi presents caviar topped with truffle-butter popcorn. 

“I need a vat of this popcorn,” I tell Dassi. “Are you selling it at the sporting event locations?”

“We are not,” he says, “but maybe we should.”

Movement out of the corner of my eye catches my attention. I turn toward the window and look out, seeing General Agueda shaking hands with a man. 

“I thought he wasn’t supposed to be here today,” I say out loud.

“The general?” Dassi replies, looking out the window. “He’s here nearly every single day.”

“Who is that man he’s talking to?” Intrepid asks, but as soon as they turn in our direction, I know the answer. 

Harrison McClellan. 

“Thank you for the wine,” I say, setting it down and rushing toward an exit. I reach into my handbag, thankful that I have some of the teeny tracker dots, and carefully place one on the tip of my finger. Once outside, I pretend to have just noticed the men.

“Mr. McClellan,” I say, making a beeline toward him. “How wonderful to see you. And, General Agueda, it’s been a while since you interrogated me.”

The general lets out a hearty laugh. “Well, thankfully, it wasn’t you who was trying to kill the prince.”

“Miss Von Allister,” McClellan says politely, but he doesn’t look happy to see me.

“What are you guys doing here?” I ask.

“Well, obviously, I thought it would be good form to see the finished product since the Sphere is pretty important to Von Allister Industries,” McClellan replies in an irritated tone.

I twirl around and smile. “It turned out really pretty, didn’t it?”

“I’m not sure pretty is how I would describe a state-of-the-art, technologically advanced space,” McClellan snarls.

“Maybe not, but it’s why the athletes are going to love it. Do you have any idea of the combined social media influence of the Olympic athletes? They are going to be taking a lot of pictures with the CitySphere as the backdrop, and the world is going to be drooling.” I give him a grin. “And that’s good for VA Industries. As a matter of fact, I’m going to snap a bunch of photos to share. I have a fair amount of followers myself.”

“I bet you do,” General Agueda says, allowing his eyes to slide down my body. “We’ll let you get to it then.”

“I’d rather go on a tour with you. Actually, General, why didn’t you come with Lorenzo and Admiral Lamonte today? They mentioned you’d already vetted and signed off on the location.”

“I have.”

“Do you think it’s safe? Like, really? I mean, the number of people staying here is one thing, but then you have the suppliers, contractors, and staff. I don’t see how you could possibly say with certainty that it’s one hundred percent secure. And I’m worried about Lorenzo.”

“Why are you worried about him?”

“There have been numerous attempts on his life already. Now, an even bigger stage is set.” I lower my voice. “And I’m concerned about something else. Something I overheard that I probably shouldn’t have, something scary.”

“What’s that?” the general asks, leaning in closer—falling hook, line, and sinker. 

“I overheard Daniel’s dad—you know, President Spear—mention rumors of a possible military coup happening in Montrovia during the Olympics.”

The men share a glance. 

This is not the first time they have heard this.

“A military coup?” the general scoffs. “That’s a ridiculous notion.”

“You don’t think we have to worry? It would be really bad for my father’s business if the Sphere were mixed up in something like that.” McClellan is studying me, so I say to him, “Is that really why you’re here?”

“No,” McClellan replies, putting his arm around my shoulder, pretending to be my friend. “I’m very impressed with you, Huntley. Have you considered joining VA Industries?”

“Like, a job?” I ask.

“Yes. A management training program, so you could learn all aspects of the business.”

“The Sphere is what interests me the most. This one is so different than the one in Iraq. Like, my father’s room there is so different than the athletes’ rooms here.”

“You were in your father’s room at the Sphere?” McClellan questions.

“Yes, we visited every single space at the sphere when I was there, including the lab where your company does its crop research—the head scientist there was such a sweet man—as well as Ares’s private living quarters.”

“You shouldn’t have been allowed access to the labs.”

I shrug my shoulders. “I knew the code.”

“What code?”

“The code that gets you into everything. It was fun. I never got to know my father, but I felt close to him when I was there. Especially in his quarters. He had some plans for the Sphere that he hand-drew, specs and a notebook full of ideas and sketches. Notations regarding poetry and art. And I so wish Princesses Ophelia and Clarice were still alive to see this. They would have been very proud of their country. They had such a love for this place. I’ve only been here a short time, and I fear that I have fallen in love, too. I would hate to see anyone try to ruin it.”

“Which is why we are here today,” McClellan says bluntly. “Good day, Miss Von Allister. We have business to conduct.”

I throw my arms around him in a hug, planting the tracking device in his suit coat pocket. “It was so wonderful to see you today, too, Harrison. I’m sure we’ll talk again soon.”

As he and the general retreat, I yell out, “And be sure to check out my social media pics of the Sphere. I’ll try to get some good selfies!” 




As soon as they are out of earshot, I call Terrance. “All right, tech guru, I just placed a tracker on Harrison McClellan, but I don’t want to know where he is. I want to hear what he’s saying. Is that possible?”

“Not through the tracker.”

“How about through his phone?”

“It’s secure. A Von Allister phone with its own satellite.”

“Find out where he’s staying in Montrovia and figure out a way to bug it. I want someone listening to what he is saying twenty-four/seven.”

“Aye, aye, boss,” he teases. 

I hang up and call Ares. “Can you or can you not hack into The Society phones? Do you not have some kind of back door?”

“I do not. I made them very secure.”

“I am at the CitySphere in Montrovia today. It’s beautiful, by the way. Harrison McClellan is here with General Agueda. Something fishy is going on between those two.”

“In what way?”

“Come on, you had me trained to study nonverbal cues. To know when someone is lying. They were lying to me. And, when I mentioned that the US had heard rumblings about a coup, they shared a glance.”

“Like they thought you were crazy?” He chuckles.

“No, more like they were busted. I think the coup is supposed to be a secret.”

“Then, you, Huntley, are in danger.”

“Why would I be in danger? I told them I heard it from President Spear. Although I did accidentally—on purpose—mention to McClellan that I had spent some time going through your personal quarters at the TerraSphere.”

“Did he bite?”

“Nope, but he was very ready to leave all of a sudden. I gave him a big hug good-bye, so I could put a tracker in his pocket. I called Terrance to see if he could listen in on McClellan’s phone conversations, and he said no. So, I told him to find out where he was staying and to bug it.”

“You’re calling the shots now, huh?” Ares asks.

“Something is up with them. The athletes move into the Village tomorrow. What if they take them as hostages? Could something like that cause a coup?”

Ares lets out a thoughtful sigh. “That’s not a scenario we considered. How would that work?”

“Absolutely no idea. You’re brilliant. Figure it out. I need to go finish my champagne.”
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“Do you think Huntley Von Allister could have accessed the vault?” McClellan asks, calling the leader of The Echelon as soon as he leaves the Sphere.

“I don’t see how unless she had Dupree’s ring. Why do you ask?”

“She was at the Sphere in Montrovia today, prancing around in heels, drinking champagne with Chef Dassi, touring the buildings, and apparently taking selfies. The girl is an enigma.”

“In what way?”

“At the board meeting, she went for my jugular. She seems to have killer instincts one minute, and in the next, she wants me to like her Instagram photos. She was babbling on about the combined social media influence of the people staying at the Sphere.”

“Well, she is right about that. She’s also young and ridiculously rich, Harrison. She’s enjoying all of this. And I can guarantee you, if she accessed the vault, she would have put that on her social media. It’s how kids are these days. They think they need to share everything with the world just to prove it happened.”

McClellan laughs. “Yes, I suppose you are right.”

“I assume our timeline is still in place?”

“Everything will proceed exactly as planned.”

“Don’t let some girl cause you any worry then,” Maximillian Olivier states.
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When I get back inside the food kitchen, Intrepid, Admiral Lamonte, and Gabriel are laughing and eating with Dassi. Lorenzo has also returned, but he doesn’t seem to be nearly as amused. 

“Why did you leave like that?” he asks, pulling me away from the group. 

“Because I don’t want the media to talk about us. I was here for a simple tour of my father’s facility. You had more places to go see. Places there was no reason for me to have interest in.”

“I hate this,” he says. “Have dinner with me tonight.”

“I can’t. You need to be seen out on the town with Lizzie. I should have come here on my own. The papers will have a field day with this, speculating why Lizzie wasn’t with us.”

“I’m sure she had her own obligations today.”

“Regardless.”

“I am desperate to be with you.”

“And I am desperate to save your country,” I reply. “Speaking of that, just how well do you know General Agueda?”

“Very well. My parents broke tradition and had a large wedding party, including Admiral Lamonte and General Agueda. The general is one of my godfathers.”

“They were friends of your father. I get it. But what about you? How well do you really know them?”

“I don’t understand what you are asking me. I’ve known both men my whole life.”

“Was either man close to Alessandro?”

He squints his eyes, trying to understand. “I don’t know.”

“Is there any reason why the general might hate your dad? Like, when and why did the admiral get promoted over him?”

“I really don’t know,” he says. “But I’ve never felt animosity between the two.”

“Who would know?”

“I suppose my mother.”

“Anyone else?” I ask. She’s literally the last person I want to talk to. “This is important, Lorenzo. What if he is the one planning the coup?”

He shakes his head. “I can barely wrap my head around the whole coup idea, let alone entertain the fact that one of my father’s best friends could be planning it. If anyone were to want a coup against the monarchy, it’d more likely be members of parliament.”

“Who has been the most outspoken? Could he be working with someone in the military? Is he gearing up to try to take over?”

“I hope not,” is all he says before walking away from me.

I close my eyes for a moment, saying a little prayer for Lorenzo. 

And for me. 

My buzzing phone catches my attention. I look down and see it’s Ellis. 

“Hey, are you here?” I ask.

“Yes. I have been outside for quite some time now.”

“Oh, crap. I’m sorry. We’ll be right out.”

I glance at Intrepid, who seems to be having a jolly good time, and decide he can find his own way home. I’m exhausted.

When I get to the villa, I find Ari lying on the couch, playing video games. 

“Have you done anything productive today?” I ask. “Or have you and Daniel been playing Battleground all afternoon?”

Ari lets out a snicker. “Daniel has not been with me today.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Lizzie just left,” he says with a smirk.

I want to scream aloud, but instead, I run up the stairs. 

“Daniel, you’re such an idiot!” I say, entering his suite, finding him shirtless and lounging in bed. 

“I am not. It worked! I proposed today. Gave her the ring.”

“Hang on. Rewind. Tell me what happened.”

“She said she happened to run into me, but it’s a lie. I specifically posted a photo of myself, alone in the hotel bar a few blocks away, and tagged my location. I never do that.”

“And then you brought her here? Did you leave the bar together?” I ask, horrified.

“Well, yeah. She said she just wanted to talk to me in private, to explain—”

“But it turned into more,” I say, eyeing the rumpled state of his sheets.

“Yep.” He grins. “She’s going to call off the wedding. Tomorrow.”

“No!” I shout.

“Why not?”

“Lorenzo’s mother is right. Lizzie is stable. They need to stay together until after the Olympics. You have to make her.”

“No way. I got her back, and I’m not letting her go.” He folds his arms across his chest with a hmmph.

I give him a defiant glare and then march out the door.

“Hey, where are you going?” he yells.

“Where do you think?” I stick my head back into his room.

“Don’t screw this up for me.” 

“Daniel, I think you’ve screwed this up enough for both of us.”




I call Juan and ask to be let into the castle, where I go straight to Lizzie’s quarters. 

“Seriously?” I say to her. “You’re engaged to Lorenzo. You meet up with Daniel at a busy hotel bar and then leave with him? Right before the Olympics? When the world’s eyes are on your country?”

“Are you jealous?” she asks, one eyebrow raised, taunting me.

“No. What I am is worried about your country. Do you know anything that’s going on, or are you too busy having tea?”

“What do you mean?” she asks.

I tell her what Daniel told me, what the American government is worried about, and why. How she can’t possibly break up with Lorenzo until after the Olympics.

“I thought you’d be happy,” she says with a sniffle. “You can have Lorenzo now.”

“I never wanted to marry Daniel, and Daniel had no intention of marrying me. He proposed for one reason and one reason only—to make you jealous in the hopes that you wouldn’t go through with it.”

“He tricked me?” she asks, her eyes going wide.

“He loves you and was desperate. It was a completely warped big gesture. He did what he thought he had to do.”

“He loves me,” she repeats, softening.

“Of course he does.”

“I was so upset when you got engaged. Now, I want to rid myself of this place and be back in his arms. I don’t care about Montrovia anymore,” she says dramatically. “We’ll live in Paris or America.” 

“Yeah, well, that can’t happen. Lizzie, if you don’t stay engaged to Lorenzo and keep up your appearances until the Olympics are over, I’ll tell the queen and your parents what you just did.” I pause for effect. “And I have the video to prove it.”

“What?” she says, her eyes as big as saucers.

I give her a smirk. “You’re predictable.”

She flops back onto the couch and sighs. “You videotaped us on purpose?”

“No, but each room in the villa has secret cameras for insurance purposes should we encounter theft either from staff or outside sources. I got off the plane and went directly to my meeting. I would have turned them off this evening when I got back home.”

“How embarrassing,” she says, grabbing a pillow from the couch and wrapping her arms around it in a hug.

“I didn’t watch, Lizzie. I just know it’s there. And I will make sure it is destroyed after the Olympics. You agreed to an arranged marriage when you were in love with Daniel. Your country and Lorenzo mean something to you.”

“Of course they do!” she cries out. “I’ll just meet Daniel when he stays at the Olympic Village. He said he could get me a pass to get in and that the press and media are barred from the facility.”

“Lizzie, don’t be so blinded by love to think that the athletes won’t gossip and that you won’t be outed should you choose to spend time alone with Daniel in his room. And don’t forget that he will have a roommate. The Olympics only last for fifteen days. Consider yourself Lady Elizabeth Palomar, ambassador for your country. I’ll help you sneak out to meet Daniel, but you won’t announce anything until after.”

“But you and Lorenzo could just get engaged—”

“And how would that look to the world?” I ask, interrupting.

She sighs again. Like she can’t make up her mind. “It would reinforce the whole playboy prince thing. And undermine his ability to lead if there were a crisis. I hear that from his mother every single day.”

“Well, she’s right.” I nod.

“Fine. I agree,” she says with a pout.

Which is a good thing because I’m totally lying about the video. 




I leave her room and make my way down the hall to Lorenzo’s quarters, finding him in his study, looking stressed.

“Lee,” he says, glancing up from the documents in his hand. “You said you couldn’t have dinner.”

“That’s not why I’m here,” I say, closing the door to give us some privacy. “You have a large staff, and you can’t afford even a whisper of impropriety. I came here to speak to Lizzie. And I should also tell you that I lied to her.”

“About what?”

“She and Daniel slept together today while we were out touring.”

“What? She’s engaged to me!” he says.

I’ll be honest. His reaction catches me off guard, and my heart is ready to pack up and leave. I take a breath and try to keep my cool, but I’m not very effective. “So, it’s okay for you and not for her? Are you sleeping with her?” 

“No, it’s just”—he runs his hands through his hair in frustration—“things have been happening in my country over the last couple of weeks that being engaged to Lizzie hasn’t seemed to help.”

“Like what?”

“I’ve been getting pushback from the military. If it wasn’t for General Agueda and Admiral Lamonte, I’m not sure what I would do. The general has really stepped up his support. His men are quite loyal, and they seem to be following his orders, but I fear the rumblings. Admiral Lamonte is also worried. Add to that the political pressure from parliament.”

“Today, Daniel and Lizzie were reckless, but I came to the castle to talk to her about it.”

“What did you say? She doesn’t know that your engagement is fake. In fact, I’m honestly a bit let down by her moral turpitude. We have a contract that specifically states, until she has produced three heirs, she’s not allowed to have affairs.”

“She loves him, Lorenzo,” I state. 

“Yes, but she has been my friend for years. I thought she was a woman of her word, and I’m disappointed by her actions. I also agreed to this initially because I believed she would have made a good queen had I not found love. It appears I was mistaken. I suppose I could reveal her infidelity and end the engagement.” He shakes his head and sighs. “While, personally, that would make me happy, I’m afraid how the country would react at this point.”

“So am I, especially when Daniel told me she was planning on calling off the wedding tomorrow. So, I kinda, sorta blackmailed her.”

Lorenzo gets an amused look. “With what?”

“I told her that, while we are gone, the villa has cameras in each room for insurance purposes should we encounter theft either from staff or outside sources. That I have to turn it off when a guest stays in the room. But that I got off the plane and came directly here. And that I’d share the tape if she didn’t stay engaged until after the Olympics. She whined about it being so long, but we’re talking just a couple of weeks to get through.” 

“You did that for me?”

I slowly nod my head.

“La medida del amor es amar sin medida,” he says.

“I actually have a way you can repay me,” I say with a grin. “I mean, I do love you, but I’m not sure about the whole love without measure thing.”

He stands up, striding toward me. “I’m hoping I can repay you with my body.”

“What I’d like is to go into the royal vault,” I say, forcing myself to back away from him. 

“If you want to visit your ring, it is still here.” He pulls the chess piece and ring out of his breast pocket. “Please, allow me.”

“No.” I take the ring from his hand, put the queen back in his pocket, and pat it. “The queen wants to stay there, close to your heart.” 

Lorenzo takes my wrist, tightly gripping it, almost like he’s holding on for dear life. 

“But I want that ring back in the vault until the day it can go back on my finger. It’s too valuable, Lorenzo. It’s part of your country’s history.”

He flips my hand over and kisses it. “Then, so it shall be.”




Once we’re in the vault, Lorenzo leads me to the back. “This is where the oldest of jewels are housed,” he says, opening a case and nestling my engagement ring back in its velvet box. “It is my hope that, on our wedding day, you will choose to wear the matching tiara with its flaming heart design.”

I can’t even properly describe how I feel when I see this magnificent piece of jewelry, the tiara’s design so delicate yet the stones comprising it quite large. Lorenzo hands me the accompanying journal. 

“Although King Alberto took the brooch from this collection and turned it into the engagement ring, no one has worn the tiara since Lorenzo the Magnificent’s wife, Marchesa.”

“Is it cursed or something?” I ask, wondering why this gorgeousness hasn’t graced every Montrovian queen’s head over the years. 

“As I mentioned, many brides choose to have custom pieces made.” He waves his hand in the direction of all of them lined up. “Now, this one,” he says, pointing out a stunning diamond version, “has been worn by nearly thirty brides over the years.”

“I can see why. It’s by far the most serious show of wealthy bling,” I say, finding myself being drawn back to the Arcadian tiara. I close my eyes and picture the dream dress with it. I pull out my phone. “May I?”

“Of course.” 

He waits for me to take the photo and then pulls me into his arms. “I fear things will get worse in my country before they get better. I fear it might tear us apart.” 

I tenderly kiss him, fearing that he’s right. 

“No matter what happens, Huntley, remember that you, and only you, are my Arcadia.”

“Speaking of Arcadia, there was another reason I wanted to come to the vault.”

Lorenzo rolls his eyes, takes my hand, and leads me to the emerald Echelon ring. “Let me guess.”

“Could I see the record?”

He takes it from the shelf under the ring and hands it to me. 

When Lorenzo and I last looked at it, he flipped through it from back to front to find the first entry of when the ring was first worn. But, when I was thinking about it earlier, I realized the entry wasn’t on the first page, leading me to believe that something was written before.

I open the old leather-bound journal to the first page to discover words probably hand-written by the first king of Montrovia himself.

“Um, do you think I could, like, borrow this? I want to read it.”

“Do you believe knowing what happened then will help us in our fight today?” he asks in a critical tone.

I have no idea, but I nod anyway. “If for no other reason than to not make the same mistakes.”




I go home and retreat to my bedroom, ordering myself a grilled cheese sandwich from the kitchen staff. I about cry when I find a glass of champagne on my tray along with a delicious-looking chocolate cupcake.

My phone rings.

“I modified your order. You’ve had a busy day,” Ares says. 

“Where are you?”

“I’m here at the villa in Montrovia, shacking up in the basement. My father just arrived at your home in Paris.”

“That wasn’t on the list,” I say.

“Yes, well, that’s because Huntley Von Allister only recently purchased it.”

“You bought it in my name? Is it pretty?”

“It’s a stunning mansion in the seventh arrondissement with a garden overlooking the Champ de Mars.”

“Yeah, but can I see the Eiffel Tower?” I tease.

“Panoramic views actually.”

“Um, speaking of your properties, I have something I need to tell you.”

“Does it have to do with the three people staying at my DC estate?”

“Yes. Did they arrive safely?” I ask.

“They did. Who are they?”

“I don’t want to disappoint you, and I fear that you will be angry with me. I lied to you about one of my missions. Of course, I didn’t know it was you I was lying to when I lied. Like, if that helps any.”

Ares sucks in his breath, his brilliant mind having already figured it out. “Are you telling me that man is The Priest?”

“Yes. The boy is his son, Chauncey,” I confirm. “And the woman is the nanny.”

“Why didn’t you kill him? He shot your mother in front of you!” Ares yells through the phone. 

“The scene was set exactly as I had imagined. I was prepared to seek my revenge. I had him down on his knees in his living room, and I told him who I was. He sincerely apologized, but I knew even before then, if I hadn’t already pulled the trigger, I wasn’t going to. 

“Then, things flipped on me. His scared young son was behind me with a gun in his hand. I would have died before I allowed his child to see what I had seen.”

“They say revenge doesn’t change anything,” Ares says somberly.

“It certainly wouldn’t have in this case. The Priest was a hired gun. If not him, someone else would have taken the hit. The end result would have been the same. Mom would have been dead.”

“I can see your reasoning on that, but—”

“We heard the sound of helicopters getting closer. The Priest asked me to take his son and keep him safe. After I told you that he was dead, I called Intrepid for help. He drove us to Zurich. Chauncey had a key to a safety deposit box there, just like I did. When we accessed our vaults, a team of mercenaries arrived. We managed to escape due to some safe passage deal Mom had bought. It was quite the adventure,” I say. “Intrepid smuggled us into London and got an MI5 agent set up as the boy’s nanny. Lorenzo allowed them to stay at his house there, and the boy started school. We weren’t sure if his father had survived the blast or not until we read of John Hillford’s death. Hillford had ordered the hit on Mom, double-crossed The Priest, and caused his wife’s death. The Priest killed Hillford in retribution for all of us.”

“I see,” Ares says in a slightly irritated tone.

“The Priest and I aren’t all that different, Dad,” I say. “We’ve killed people because we were told to.”

“You just called me Dad,” Ares says softly.

“Are you disappointed in me?” I ask, tears filling my eyes. 

“Quite the opposite, sweetheart. Your character impresses me more with each day I know you. I understand why you wouldn’t want his son to witness what you had.”

“Thank you. Any news on the general?”

“Not yet. Enjoy your dinner. And good night.”

I eat my food, drink my champagne, and fall into bed, exhausted.




MISSION:DAY FIVE




I’m woken up at the crack of dawn by Ari. 

“We need to talk about my wedding,” he says, plopping down on my bed.

“Do you really think now’s the—”

“Absolutely. What better time, if we don’t have much time left?” he replies, shutting me up. “Can you please be excited for us?”

“I am thrilled for you. It’s just that the Olympians arrive today. The opening ceremonies take place in less than seventy-two hours. It’s going to start, Ari, and I’m scared.”

“You? Scared? Of what?”

“That I won’t be able to stop it.”

“I told you that we’d do it together.”

“How are we going to do that when you’re off on your honeymoon?”

“We will be honeymooning in Montrovia, here at the villa, until the Olympics are over. I’m not just going to abandon you and our mission. And, if Lorenzo, the king of Montrovia, can manage to come to the wedding, surely, you can. Allie said you still haven’t given her an answer as to if you’ll be her maid of honor. She’s freaking out a little. The wedding is tomorrow.”

I pick up my phone and call Allie, feeling bad. I am excited for them. It’s just—no. He’s right. Who knows what this week might bring? Might as well live it up while we can.

When Allie answers, I say, “I hear the wedding of the century is coming up soon, and your maid of honor has yet to RSVP.”

She giggles, and I can picture her sitting there, blushing. “Oh my gosh! Do you really think it will be the wedding of the century? I mean, it might be. My agent heard about it and contacted Vogue. And guess what. They are coming to my wedding!”

“Allie! That’s incredible.”

“It will be more incredible if you are there,” she says seriously.

“I wouldn’t miss it for anything. As a matter of fact,” I say, just realizing I have one maid-of-honor duty that I’ve totally failed on, “I’m flying there around lunch. You need a proper hen party.”

“My friends and family are arriving today. We planned to just go to dinner, but that sounds like more fun,” she says. “Is Ari celebrating tonight?”

I hit Mute on the phone. “You having a stag party?”

“Yep,” he says with a grin. “Lorenzo said he’s taking care of everything.”

I go back to Allie. “He is. Tonight.”

“Oh, this is so exciting. I can’t believe we’re getting married tomorrow!”

“Me either,” I say. “I’ll see you soon!”

I hang up, realizing I now have to plan a party in a few hours and travel to—

“Where is the wedding?” I ask Ari, realizing I don’t even know. 

“France. Saint-Jean-Cap-Ferrat. We have hotel suites booked, and the wedding will take place on the grounds of a historic villa.”

“How did you get it all set up so fast?”

“One of the perks of being the son of a billionaire, I guess,” Ari states. “Dr. Kate hooked us up with this celebrity wedding planner. I guess she’s done a lot of over-the-top events, and for an exorbitant amount, she was willing to plan our dream wedding. She’s been in France pretty much since we hired her, prepping everything.”

“Do you have her number? Maybe she can help me with this hen party I’m supposed to throw today that I have yet to make a single arrangement for.”

Ari chuckles. “Actually, Dr. Kate is expecting your call.”

“You knew you’d talk me into it, huh?”

“I hoped. Huntley, have you ever done anything spontaneous in your life?”

“Yes, of course.”

“I never have until recently,” he says. “I was raised to follow rules. To set goals for my life and achieve them. The path of my life was planned in advance for me to reach maximum potential. The first spontaneous thing I did was jump on the motorcycle to rescue you. I know my injuries weren’t serious, but as I was crashing, for a brief moment, I thought I might die. And all I could think was that I’d have one regret—not telling Allie how I felt about her. As I did, the second spontaneous thing tumbled out of my mouth when I asked her to marry me. I didn’t even have a ring! But I do know that, if the world as we know it is going to end, I want to be by her side when it does.”

“That’s really sweet,” I reply, shooing him out of my room and calling Dr. Kate. 

She answers with, “A hen party, huh? I have to say, this is not something I thought I would be planning as part of my job. But I’ve already been in contact with the hotel and the wedding planner.” She tells me the schedule for tonight.

“That sounds like a really nice evening. Thank you for planning it, Kate.”

“You’re welcome. I took the initiative to have the villa’s staff pack for you. Just get ready and get on the plane.”

“Will you be there? At the wedding?”

“Of course. It’s part of my mission,” she says before ending the call.




Daniel barges in my room like he owns the place while I’m getting ready. “I’m heading over to the Olympic Village,” he says. “Today is check-in and our first on-site practices. Do you want to come help me get settled?”

“Why don’t you sit down?” I reply instead. I need to inform him of a few things.

“What’s wrong?”

“I know your plan. You and Lizzie are not allowed to hook up at the Olympic Village. People would talk like crazy if she were there.” He starts to say something, but I hold up my hand. “No arguments on this, Daniel,” I say, flashing the engagement ring he gave me in his direction. “You owe me. But, because I’m a nice person, I will arrange for you to meet Lizzie here in private. But only here. Nothing in public. If anyone asks where you are going, you can answer honestly. That you are going to visit me.”

“There’s no need for that,” Daniel counters. “Lizzie is going to announce today that she’s ending their engagement.”

I shake my head. “No, she’s not, Daniel.”

“But she—”

“You know things are complicated in Montrovia. You need to focus on winning, and she needs to continue the charade until the Olympics are over. We have it all worked out. She will leave the castle via a secret tunnel. Ellis will pick her up in a car with deeply tinted windows, and she will not get out of that car until she’s in the garage, and the door is shut. If you text her, please change her name in your phone to something people will think is me.”

He gives me a defiant look. I imagine he was impossible to deal with as a child. Adorable and determined. 

“No. If she doesn’t announce it, then I will. I’m going to tell the world that I’m marrying her.”

“You’ll look like a fool, Daniel. Especially when she denies it.”

“She won’t do that,” he huffs.

“Yes, she will. Maybe you should call her.”

He marches off to his room. 

Five minutes later, he comes back in and dramatically throws himself across my bed. “You suck.”

“I did what I had to do. For all of us.”

His mouth pulls up into a smile, revealing both dimples. “Can I watch the video before you destroy it?” I playfully smack him upside the head as he grabs me and pulls me on the bed with him. “At least my plan worked.”

“It was the dumbest plan ever, but you’re right. And I’m really glad you’re happy, Daniel. I feel bad for Lizzie. The queen has been pushing her really hard. Interviews, photo shoots—anything to up her social media status in the world.” I let out a laugh. “Ohmigosh. I forgot to tell you! At the Olympic Village, guess what I saw! Teacups with her face on them!”

He laughs along with me, then rolls over and props his head up on a pile of pillows. “You know what this means now. You’re going to have to wear my lucky shirt every day.”

“It would make my wardrobe planning easy, I guess. You should know, I’m wearing a red dress to the Royal Olympic Ball.”

“My favorite color.” He lets out a sigh. “I suppose we’re going to have to dance with each other all night? Pretend to be in love still?”

“I think that would be expected.”

“Oh, maybe I should wear a fully sequined stars-and-stripes tuxedo. Maybe a matching top hat.”

“If you do, we’re definitely not dancing together,” I joke.

“I wish I were going to Ari’s wedding with you. I feel bad I can’t come, but it’s the freaking Olympics. Why couldn’t he wait a couple of weeks? Is Allie knocked up or something?”

“I don’t think so. Besides, you’re the one who mentioned talk of a coup. Maybe we’re all in danger here in Montrovia.”

“If something like that happens, all bets are off. I’m grabbing Lizzie, and we’re getting the heck out of here on Air Force One.”

“Nice. Forget all about me,” I tease before turning serious. “Hopefully, Lorenzo can stop it. Or figure out if it’s even really a threat.”

“Huntley, if my dad is worried, we should be worried, too.”

“Yet you’re all still here.”

“That’s because it’s the freaking Olympics!” he says again, this time with a laugh. 

“I know. And I promise to be back in time for the opening ceremonies.” I kiss his cheek, get off the bed, and then grin back at him. “And I won’t be wearing that ratty shirt.”
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As I’m getting in the car to go to the airport, my phone rings. 

“Your jet or mine?” Lorenzo asks. 

“I thought you were hosting the stag party tonight?”

“I most definitely am, but with the wedding festivities tomorrow, it makes more sense for me to fly there than fly everyone here and back.”

“Definitely mine then. Can we come pick you up, somewhere discreet? I don’t think the press needs to be aware of our travel plans.”

“I have a few staff with me.”

“Bring Juan. That’s all you’ll need.”

“That means you must stay very close to me,” he says sexily. “I’ll need protection.”

“You’re incorrigible. Meet me at the house down by the dock in ten minutes.”

I let Ellis know to make a U-turn, and as he does, a store sign catches my attention. 

“Stop the car!” I yell out.

Ellis screeches to a halt. I have to admit that I’m impressed by his quick reaction. 

“Why?” he asks. 

“I need to run in a store,” I say, hopping out of the car before he can question me further. 

I walk back half a block, coming to stand in front of the store called Punk Rocker. I close my eyes, taking a deep breath and trying to remember. 

When nothing comes, I open my eyes and go inside, where I’m immediately greeted by an older woman with purple hair, a nose ring, and numerous beautifully colored tattoos. 

“Whatcha need, honey?” she says, smacking her gum as she speaks. 

“Do you have any Cure T-shirts?” I ask. 

She narrows her eyes and studies me. “You a punk rock girl under your ritzy exterior?”

“My father loves their music,” I say with a shrug. 

“Well, cheers to him.” She doesn’t move from her spot, just points to the middle of the store. 

I make my way to it, passing a lot of black clothing—studded jackets, leather jeans, graphic and band T-shirts, and a full collection of accessories. My attention is quickly distracted by a cute metal-spiked bracelet set on a thick leather band. I pick it up and try it on. While I’m deciding if I should buy it, a memory comes rushing back. 




I was trying on a bracelet with glittering rhinestones. My mom was holding a T-shirt in her hand. 

“I’ve never heard of The Cure,” I told her. 

“My best guy friend in high school loved this band,” she replied, a smile lighting up her face.

“Why did he like them?” 

“’Cause it’s The Cure,” she muttered. “Something no one should want.”

“Like, in our lives?” I asked, not understanding if she was talking about the band or something else. 

“In all our lives,” she replied. “That is why I need to meet with someone this afternoon without you. I’ll find a place close by where you can keep an eye on me though.”

“Okay,” I said. “Are you buying the shirt?”

“Yes.” She smiled. “I definitely am.”




“That’s a badass bracelet, isn’t it?” the saleswoman says, approaching me. “And the spikes match the ones on the designer heels you’re wearing.”

“They do. I think I definitely need it.”

She takes the bracelet from my hand and leads me to the cashier’s desk. “You’re that girl who was dating the prince, right? The one who inherited a bunch of money and has that hot brother?”

“Yes, I’m Huntley Von Allister.” I hold my hand out to shake hers. “It’s nice to meet you. You have a bit of a British accent. Have you been here long?”

“Born and raised in Wales. Followed a man—well, a band—to Montrovia and loved it so much that I decided to stay. Worked as a waitress for nearly twenty years. Went to the casino seven years ago on my fortieth birthday and hit the jackpot on a slot machine. Won twenty-seven million dollars, bought a house, and opened this store.”

“That’s amazing. I remember coming here with my mother about six years ago. You must have been newly opened.”

“I was. So, did you buy anything when you were here?”

“My mom bought a band T-shirt. The Cure. She passed away not long after that, so when I was driving by and recognized the store, I just had to stop.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” she says. “And, for the record, I think Lorenzo should be marrying you. He doesn’t look at her the way he looked at you. What’s the real story on all that?”

“What happened with you and the guy in the band?” 

She nods in understanding and grins. “Young love doesn’t always work out, right? The real world interferes.”

“It sure does,” I agree.

I pay for the bracelet and wear it out of the store, her comment about the real world on my mind. I’m suddenly feeling thankful to be leaving Montrovia. At least, when Lorenzo is with me, I know I can keep him safe. Once the Olympics starts, all bets are off, so I might as well enjoy every minute of whatever time we might have left.

I hop in the car, and Ellis drives down to the docks to pick up our passengers.

When Lorenzo gets in, he greets me with a delicious kiss on the lips, and I’m very thankful the windows are tinted. 

“Your brother will meet us at the airport shortly,” he says. “I have yet to tell him of our plans for today other than that.”

“And what are the details?” I ask.

Juan gives me a smirk. “A night filled with debauchery, of course.”

“Of course,” I sigh, my raised spirits quickly diminished as I imagine Lorenzo partying with other women. I scoot away from him, pretending to make more room for Juan.

Lorenzo, not deterred, slides next to me and kisses the side of my neck. “Juan is teasing. Your brother didn’t want that kind of party. We will be playing a round of golf, followed by feasting on an indulgent steak dinner, smoking cigars, and playing poker. There will be plenty of alcohol and many, many toasts in your brother’s honor. There will be just a small group of men—unfortunately, including your pal, Wesley Windsor.”

“Is it bad that I kind of like that he makes you feel jealous?”

“Not at all, my darling. I might have been conspiring with your stylist, the lovely Dr. Kate, as well as the wedding planner.”

“About what?”

“You have no clue as to what has been planned, do you?” he says with a laugh.

“Not at all. I didn’t even plan to attend.” I hold up my hand. “I know that sounds terrible of me. What I mean is, with the world descending on Montrovia today, it feels like the wrong time to leave.”

“I know,” he says, squeezing my hand, “but love must always prevail.”




“So, what’s the plan?” I ask once we’ve boarded the plane and my brother has fallen asleep, having previously mentioned needing a nap as prep for his big night. 

“You’re having your hen party while we’re having the stag, but later in the evening, we will all meet up. I know your brother doesn’t like to be away from Allie for very long. They really are in love.” He smiles at me, pushing my hair back behind my ear. “I understand the feeling. I quite miss you when we are apart.”

“I miss you, too,” I tell him. “Let’s go into the bedroom and get more comfortable.”

“I’ve heard that line before.”

I hold up the small leather-bound ledger that goes with The Echelon ring. “We’re going to do some light reading.”

“Not exactly what I had in mind,” he says, sliding his hand down my hip. 

“I know, but I think it could be important.” 

We get comfortable on the bed, and then I open the book, skimming the first passage and quickly realizing it isn’t just a record of when the precious jewelry piece was worn. 

“Lorenzo, this first part is written in the old language, and I think it might have been penned by Lorenzo the Magnificent himself!”

I translate quickly as I read it aloud to him.




“Having just survived an attempt on my life by an assassin sent from a nearby kingdom wanting to steal my province, I must fight back. But I shall not fight in the way my enemies might expect. For I do not seek power openly. I do not wish to expand my territory. I was given the most exquisite of lands, and it is all I need. From its majestic hillsides to its sparkling sea and natural harbor. My countrymen have allowed me to become their king, and while I thought to name the kingdom Arcadia, after the home of the god Pan, this attempt has changed my mind. For a land with a name of perfection might only entice others’ desire to conquer it.

“Unlike my brother who openly flaunts his wealth, I keep mine hidden from view. I plan to form quiet but strategic alliances—a society of like-minded men from nearby lands who will unknowingly serve as my network of spies. But staying in power will require much more than that. As I am writing this, I have in my possession ten pear-shaped emeralds cut from the same stone with identical steel-hardened gold overlays that will serve as the literal keys to my kingdom. The keys to Montrovia’s riches.

“To my descendants who might someday read this account and think I am not of sound mind, I urge you to continue to do the same. For tonight, I will be presenting these keys to nine men in the upper echelon of our world. Men who are like me. Men of honor who have their own treasures and, therefore, do not need mine. Men who have similar desires in regard to peace over war. And, most importantly, men who are willing to help discreetly guide history in our favor.

“Tonight, I will escort them to the secret room in which we shall meet …” 




I pause, struggling to translate a word. I point it out to Lorenzo. 

“I believe that means henceforth, or from now on,” he says.

I continue reading. 




“In this room, there is a round table with ten chairs where all men will sit and have an equal say. It is here where they will witness the wealth I have hidden away. A treasure that will continue to grow, as will Montrovia.”




“So, we already know that Lorenzo the Magnificent, the first king of Montrovia, started a secret group with ten members and ten rings,” Lorenzo says. “But what is this treasure he is speaking of?” 

“I would assume it’s your country’s reserves. The gold and holdings that your currency is based off,” I suggest, trying to make sense of it all. 

Lorenzo nods. “Why, of course. Montrovia has one of the strongest economies in the world. But I don’t understand why he would have risked the livelihood of his country by giving nine men keys to it. What if they got greedy? It seems so risky.”

“We discussed previously that the castle has its own doomsday vault, similar to what The Society recommends. I assume the gold reserves are kept somewhere else.”

“Yes, in our version of your Fort Knox.”

“Have you ever seen it?” I ask, wondering if it’s still there or if it was stolen and buried under the TerraSphere. “Like, where is it kept?”

“The location is a secret, but, yes, I have been there. Just last month, actually. It’s part of my job as king to make sure the reserves stay safe. They are kept in the side of a mountain in our country and protected by a special branch of the Montrovian royal guard.”

“Can it be accessed with one of the rings?” I press.

Could he have no idea that Lorenzo the Magnificent’s great treasure still exists? It’s quite possible though, now that I think about it. Maybe there’s a reason why his father, King Giovanni, was never given an Echelon ring.

He scoffs, “No.” But then he seems to reconsider. “I certainly hope not.”

“Remember how, in your grandfather’s personal effects, he spoke of a group of men dedicated to the betterment of the world and a key needed to enter?” 

“Do you think this is what he is referring to?” He pulls out his phone, scrolling through to find the photo he took and rereading it to me. “All who enter. Must bear the key. And keep it secret. For all eternity.”

“I believe your grandfather was referring to the same thing Lorenzo the Magnificent is speaking of in this book,” I say, it all coming together. “A treasure that, unlike your country’s reserves, would be kept a secret.”

“I suppose that would be true, but if my grandfather wrote of it, why would I know nothing of it?”

“Because someone moved it—stole it, really, while your grandfather was king.” 

“What are you talking about? How would you even know that?” he asks.

“Because I’m pretty sure I saw Lorenzo the Magnificent’s treasure. Actually, that’s probably not accurate. I believe each ruler of your country has added to it since then. A Montrovian treasure which somehow became The Echelon’s treasure.” 

“The Echelon?” 

“That is the name of the group of ten that Lorenzo the Magnificent gave the rings to,” I explain. “The rings that have been passed down for generations. About twenty years ago, this treasure was moved from wherever it had been housed previously to Iraq during the war there. My father’s TerraSphere was built on top of it. And this treasure is unbelievable. Priceless. I’m not talking country-sized treasure. This is a world-treasure amount of gold. Rooms and more rooms stacked high with it as well as art, marble sculptures, and ancient scrolls. It is like taking the Louvre, the Vatican, the Smithsonian, and Versailles and then rolling them all into one.”

“But that makes no sense. Why would my grandfather have allowed it to be moved from our country?”

“I honestly don’t know the reasoning behind it. Maybe he was worried about keeping it safe, or maybe John Hillford threatened him. Hillford was a powerful senator and then became president of the United States. He was a bad choice for The Echelon, for he didn’t have the core values in regard to peace over war. And he certainly didn’t want to discreetly guide history. He wanted to control history in his own favor. Montrovia is a small country. Maybe your grandfather felt he had no choice. And, maybe that’s why he didn’t tell your dad about it. But then, six years ago, The Echelon approached Alessandro. The rest you know.”

“Are you telling me that a priceless Montrovian treasure, separate from our country’s gold reserves, is buried in Iraq, and I can access it with one of those rings?”

“That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

“But how did you even know it was there? That it existed? What aren’t you telling me?” Lorenzo says, getting worked up. 

“You know the video game Battleground?”

He nods his head, trying to follow. “Yes.”

“The game was created to help train me. I played it for two years before they ever took it commercial.”

“What does that have to do with the matter at hand?”

“When I went to Omaha, I quit working for Black X. In order to get me some information they thought I needed to know, they created an update to the game that would allow one person to access a special key. They spread it all over social media, and Daniel and I played. To win the key, I had to relive my missions, killing in the manner I already had, which is something no one else could have figured out. My prize was one of the rings and a virtual trip to the TerraSphere, where I saw a video of when Ares Von Allister was first invited to join the group called The Echelon. And, when I was there, I accessed the vault with the ring. I believe that’s why we were attacked.”

“Why didn’t you tell me right away?”

“Because, until I read this, I didn’t know exactly where it’d all come from. At first, I thought it might have been stolen from Iraq during the war. I thought it was The Echelon’s. But, now, after reading what Lorenzo the Magnificent wrote, I know it’s yours. The Echelon was supposed to help ”

“I want to see it,” he says. 

“We have bigger things to worry about. And this is important. You absolutely cannot breathe a word of this to anyone. No one must know yet.”

“Well, someone must already know in order to have put it in the game. And you said you played it with Daniel. Does that mean he knows, too? Does everyone know but me?”

“Daniel was disappointed in what the key did in the game. He had no idea it was real. But you are right; there is someone who does know—Black X.”

“But you don’t know who that is or if you can trust them.”

“I want to tell you the truth about that. But it’s big. And it’s something else that you mustn’t tell anyone.”

“I will take it to the grave,” he says seriously. 

“I hope that won’t be necessary,” I reply. “The dog Chauncey had was mine, given to me by my uncle Sam and lost in the car bomb that I thought had killed my father.”

“Thought?”

“Yes. It turns out that Blake Cassleberry is alive. He was badly injured in the blast, has only recently recovered, and has the scars to prove it. In Iraq, I killed all the mercenaries but one. That man snuck up on me when I was shooting the two men who were going to kill Peter and Viktor. When the man threatened me, a dot appeared on his head, much like the one that caused me to push you into the sea when you were being shot at. I assumed the sniper was part of the team and had over-aimed when targeting me, so I instantly fell flat to the ground. The sniper’s shot killed the remaining man. I was scurrying for cover when the shooter stood up and gave me a two-fingered salute—something Blake used to do when telling me good-bye. I thought it was just a coincidence until I saw the dog.”

“Which caused you to fly back to DC.”

“Yes. I went where I did after the car bombing. To my uncle Sam’s place. It was where I was told to go most of my life if I were ever in trouble. I’m not sure why I didn’t think of it before. But Blake was there. As were two other people. The dean of Blackwood Academy. Not only was he my mother’s CIA handler, but he is also Ares Von Allister’s father.”

Lorenzo narrows his eyes. “That would make him—”

“My grandfather. My uncle Sam was there, too. And this is the part that is really a big deal. The man who I knew as my uncle Sam is really Ares Von Allister.”

“What? Are you saying your biological father is alive?”

“Yeah. I have been kicking myself for not figuring it out sooner. The Von Allister logo with the V sitting on top of the A literally forms a black X.” 

I fill him in on everything else I’ve learned since I went to the loft.

“And he had no idea you had Dupree’s ring?”

“Correct. He just wanted me to know that the treasure was there. He didn’t want me to access it.”

Lorenzo pulls me into a hug. “I don’t possibly know how I will ever repay you for constantly risking your life for my country.”

“It’s not for your country,” I admit. “It’s because I care for you. And, as for repayment, promise that you will be extremely careful over the next few days. I want you to be alive after the Olympics are over.” 

“I shall do my best,” he says, his lips grazing mine. “But that means you must promise the same. I have many plans for our future together. What do you think we should do about the treasure?”

“We speak of it to no one—absolutely no one. The only people who know of it who are not in The Echelon are you, me, and Ares. We need to keep it that way. If we take down The Echelon, we’ll bring it back home and figure out what to do with it, but for now, it’s safely hidden.”

“What if they decide to move it?”

“I don’t think they would, as it would attract attention. Hillford had to use the cover of war to do it.”

“Just how big is it? And what will we do with it?”

“What Lorenzo the Magnificent wanted. Make Montrovia your version of Arcadia.”

“Maybe I’m not capable of that. Maybe I am not fit to rule,” he says, shaking his head, overcome with the immense burden of dealing with this on top of everything else.

“It’s been said throughout time, Lorenzo. First, by Voltaire, who said, ‘With great power comes great responsibility.’ Later, Churchill agreed, saying that, ‘The price of greatness is responsibility.’ Don’t ever doubt yourself. You were born to rule and are passionate about your country and its people. You will make the right decisions when the time comes,” I tell him as we begin our descent into France.
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After the way Allie spoke of her upbringing, I half-expected her family to be country bumpkins, showing up wearing overalls with hay stuck between their teeth, but I’m pleasantly surprised to meet her mother, a former beauty queen and local television anchor. She married her high school sweetheart, who is the local football legend as well as the owner of the biggest car dealership in the region. They are smart, well educated, and both very pretty people. 

Allie has three sisters. Amelia, the youngest, is a high school junior, track standout, and cheerleader. Amanda, who will be starting college this fall on a soccer scholarship, looks like Allie’s twin, except that her naturally blonde hair is dyed a dark shade of chestnut. Then, there’s Amber, Allie’s older sister, who apparently pissed off her parents last year by getting pregnant, dropping out of college, and marrying the child’s father, Alex, who is supposedly the town’s bad boy. He and the family’s oldest son, Austin—who is twenty-four and slowly taking over the car business—appear to be partners in crime, and along with their father, Adam, they are quite disappointed to learn that French strippers won’t be at the stag party. 

Their mother, Adrianna, mutters something about being boys while Lorenzo leans over and whispers, “Do you think Allie is marrying Ari because his name starts with the right letter?”

That causes me to laugh. 

“Those two boys are trouble,” I say, watching Alex and Austin chugging down their second glass of champagne. “You can already tell the night’s going to end with them sprawled out on the bathroom floor, next to the toilet.”

He grins at me. “One can only hope that will transpire early in the evening, so the rest of us won’t be subjected to their annoying chatter on inappropriate subjects.” 

“They have sex on the brain.”

“And you and Isla Windsor are who their brains have landed on. I fear you are in danger.”

I laugh at that. “Isla is much too young for them.”

“Actually, she’s just turned eighteen.” 

I glance over and notice she seems to be having a deep conversation with Viktor.

“Do they know each other?” I ask.

Lorenzo smiles. “Just met.”

I grin and happily clap my hands. “They would be so cute together!” 

“We’re cuter,” he whispers.

“We must be careful, Lorenzo. Especially in front of people who are not used to being around royalty.”

“Did you happen to notice that your suite could be opened up to adjoin an adjacent one? There’s a reason for that, Lee,” he says, my name rolling off his tongue like silk and seduction. 

“I hope the parties don’t last long,” I reply. 

“I am starting to feel a little under the weather,” he says, gazing into my eyes. 

I notice Alex staring at us, so I back away from Lorenzo and say loudly, “Your job is to keep my brother out of trouble tonight, Your Highness.”

As I’m making my way over to where most of the women are congregated, Wesley Windsor slaps my ass as I walk by, causing the Indiana boys to hoot. With lightning speed, I grab Wesley’s arm and spin him around, shoving his face toward the ground.

“Don’t ever do that again to any woman you’re not dating, understand me?”

“Uh, yeah. I was just playing around. We’re friends.”

I ease up on the arm hold. “Do you let your friends smack your sister’s backside?”

“Bloody hell. No.”

“You already know better then,” I say, fully releasing him. 

“You didn’t care when I touched you like that in Montrovia,” he counters, trying to redeem himself.

“Different situation. There, we were flirting with each other. Here, I am your friend who is engaged to be married.”

“It’s bollocks,” he mutters.

“What is?”

“You marrying Daniel. I just can’t see it.”

“Daniel has the most beautiful eyes I have ever seen,” I say truthfully. 

“You still like Lorenzo. It’s obvious.” He rolls his eyes toward the sky.

“Lorenzo and I are friends. As are Lizzie and I. What’s wrong with you? Why are you being such a jerk?”

“She broke up with me.” He sighs and holds his hands up in front of his chest. “And I probably deserved it.”

“One too many Jodi, Jodi, Jodi and your mates saying, Off with her head?”

“Something like that. She says I’m immature.”

“Do you want her back?”

“My mates say good riddance. They are glad she’s gone and say that I need someone with a sense of humor.”

“And what do you say?” I ask, my eyebrow raised.

“I miss her terribly,” he admits.

“Maybe you should listen to your heart and not to your friends.”

“My heart says she’s a bossy pain in my arse, but I’m in love with her.”

“Sounds like you need to do some groveling,” I say.

As Wesley slinks off, presumably to make a phone call, Peter wraps his arm around my shoulders and kisses my cheek in greeting. 

“You seem to be in an exceptionally good mood,” I say to him.

He glances to the left, causing me to look that way and see Blair. “We’re here together. I’m deliriously happy.”

“Gonna be tough to party with the old ball and chain around,” I tease.

“I’d like to be chained to her all night,” he replies with a naughty smirk.




MISSION:DAY SIX




Royston Bessemer and his wife arrive at the hotel just before ten in the morning. They are quickly escorted to their suite. 

While their clothing is being unpacked and steamed by housekeeping, his wife reads the engraved events schedule and has the butler move their welcome gift of chilled champagne served with caviar-topped oysters out to the balcony overlooking the water. 

Royston pauses for a moment, wondering why they were invited. Why Huntley, who he barely knows, offered them a place to stay in Montrovia. He takes The Echelon ring out of his pocket and considers wearing it to the wedding, but he’s worried about what they would do. Would he be kicked out? Killed for revealing their secret? He’d really like to determine who the other men in the group are besides Harrison McClellan, Maximillian Olivier, and himself. 

Ultimately, he slips the ring on. He knows that Ares Von Allister was a very important influence on this group. Maybe the other members will wear their rings in his honor.
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It’s my brother’s wedding day. I’m so incredibly happy for him and Allie, and I can tell he’s so excited. And, although Lorenzo is his best man, Ari asked if we could have breakfast alone, just the two of us. 

Of course, I agreed. 

We’re in his hotel suite, waiting for our food to arrive, when he sits down across from me and grins. 

“You haven’t asked who I invited to the wedding.”

“Are there more people coming? I guess I thought it was just family and close friends. Like everyone who was here last night.”

“I invited some of our father’s friends,” he says smoothly, causing me to realize that he wasn’t just thinking about himself but also our mission.

“As in the entire board of directors of Von Allister Industries and some of The Echelon members?”

“Yep.”

“Even Harrison McClellan? Is he coming? He hates me.”

“At this point,” Ari says, “we just have to figure it all out. What better way for you to get information from them than when they are relaxed and drinking at my wedding?”

I have to give it to him; he has a point. 

“You’re right. Are they all coming?”

“Yes. Harrison McClellan, Royston Bessemer, Rutherford Elingston, Maximillian Olivier, Malcolm Prescott, Aleksandr Nikolaevich, Sergey Olander, Zayn Kipling, and the CEO of the company, Henry Canterbury. All should be arriving over the next couple of hours.”

I glance at the events schedule. “Today is going to be jam-packed with the pre-wedding lunch and the pre-wedding cocktail hour, followed by the wedding ceremony, more cocktails, dinner, dancing, and a carnival.”

“It’s going to be the best day of my life,” Ari says, practically swooning over the thought.

“I’ve been thinking a lot about what would happen in my mother’s scenario. People in Montrovia start getting sick from poisoned grain. What I don’t understand is the need for a coup. If citizens are dying, what could the military be counted on to do that Lorenzo might not?”

“Kill people?” Ari suggests.

“Maybe, but you couldn’t guarantee that would happen everywhere in the world. It has to be something else.”

Ari holds his finger up when the doorbell rings, announcing the arrival of our meal.

After our breakfast is laid out in front of us and the staff is gone, I say, “Why did Hillford have his own son killed? There’s got to be something the president of the United States must do when it starts. Which means either Daniel’s dad is in on it—”

“Or there’s something they expect him to do naturally,” Ari says before he takes a bite of his omelet.

“Something to do with Daniel?” I gasp, suddenly realizing Lorenzo might not be the only one at risk. 

“Yeah,” he says. “But there’s something else to consider. Daniel told me his family as well as the vice president will be attending the Olympic ball. What if they are among the first targets?”

“Oh, wow,” I say, the breath rushing out of my chest. “If they were, what would happen next?”

“The government’s succession plan.”

I try to remember the presidential succession plan. Obviously, the president, the vice president, and then is it the secretary of defense? No, that’s not right because he’s appointed, not elected by the people. 

I flash back to Peter taking me to Blair’s engagement party. Him telling me that her grandfather was the third most powerful man in Washington. 

“Are you saying that Speaker of the House Royston Bessemer—who announced, much to his wife’s surprise, that they were going to Montrovia at the last minute—is waiting in the wings to become the leader of the free world? The man who is staying in our home? Who took Hillford’s spot on the Von Allister board?”

“It’s definitely a possibility. In theory, he could enact martial law, take control over our military, and effectively become a dictator with no checks and balances.” He pauses to put down his fork and then looks at me seriously. “I’m having a hard time seeing that though. Some of the guys on the VA board, maybe. Like McClellan. He seems power-hungry. But the rest of the members are great people. And Royston is the grandfather everyone wishes they had.”

“Maybe he doesn’t know.” I swallow hard. 

“That he’s going to be part of an American coup?” Ari asks incredulously.

“Yeah, because it’s not a coup. It would be a simple succession. A plan that’s been in place for years,” I say. “Him becoming the president would be following the letter of the law, just like when Daniel’s dad was sworn in. Maybe they gave him Hillford’s ring. Or maybe he’s long been a member.”

“If not, they could pressure him in other ways—blackmail, threatening Blair and his family,” Ari suggests.

“I think you’re right though, Ari. Hillford Junior was their plan A. Royston could be their plan B, whether he knows it or not.”

“Maybe we should talk to him,” Ari suggests.

“What? And casually ask if he was given a centuries-old emerald ring and admission into a secret society?” I scoff. “Wait. Do they know him?”

“What do you mean?” Ari asks.

“Was he friends with Echelon members before they offered him the role on the VA board?”

“I don’t know. Should we have the guys do some digging?”

I shake my head. “I’ll do some digging. You focus on getting married.”

“Sounds like the perfect mission,” he says happily.
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Allie is talking the whole time we’re in her suite having our hair and makeup done for the ceremony. “I’m certainly not giving up my career,” she says, “but I can’t decide if I want to keep my name. The modeling world knows me as Allie Peterson, but my real name is Alexia. I could go by Alexia Von Allister. It sounds quite regal, don’t you think?” She doesn’t really give anyone a chance to reply. “And, oh my gosh, I got a call from my agent this morning. Gucci wants Ari and me in one of their campaigns! Do you think he will agree to do some modeling?”

“Of course he will,” one of her sisters says. “What else does he have to do?”

“Maybe run our father’s company?” I suggest.

She waves her hand at me. “He told us last night that he wasn’t interested in that. Besides, it’s not like he needs to work.”

I stop speaking, knowing I’m not going to win this conversation and not caring to try. I have more important things on my mind.




When I enter the chapel, all thoughts of conspiracy theories, poisoned grain, and secret societies fly out the window. And there’s a good reason for that. 

Lorenzo is standing at the altar and looking ridiculously handsome.

His eyes stay locked on mine as I walk down the aisle toward him. It was something we didn’t do at our own wedding. We simply stood in front of the captain and spoke to each other. Now, I understand why it’s a time-honored tradition. Although, physically, it’s not that long of a journey, emotionally, it is. 

I remember the day I waved at him from the palace balcony when I was just twelve. I recall the sultry sound of his voice when he spoke to me for the first time. I remember the firmness and urgency of his lips on our first kiss and so many other magical moments that we’ve shared since. 

While Ari and Allie recite their vows to each other, Lorenzo holds my gaze. I know we’re both remembering our wedding and all that it meant to us. 

After the couple is announced as husband and wife, they kiss and then happily make their way down the aisle. 

Lorenzo walks toward me and holds out his elbow.

“Although I confess to barely remembering the words I spoke to you, I remember every single one you said to me,” he whispers. “‘Lorenzo, you see my flaws as strengths. You love me without condition. You have made me feel as carefree as a cloud on an endless summer day. When I first met you, I thought you were easy on the eyes, but it turns out that you’re easy on my heart. I promise you my love for all the days of my life.’ I’m going to hold you to that promise. Just so you know.”

When we get to the end of the aisle, he pulls me behind a massive wall of roses. 

“And you said to me, ‘Whatever our future holds, Lee, you must know that you and only you hold my heart. You give my life beauty and joy. You’re like a song, the melody of you playing within every beat of my heart. I will love you until the end of my days. That is my solemn vow to you.’ And, while the sentiment is beautiful, I fear our promises and our love will be tested in the coming days. It already has been.”

“I swear, I will never disappoint you again.” His eyes hold mine. “I want to kiss you so badly right now.”

I take his hand and shake it as the guests start spilling out of the little stone chapel. “This will have to seal the deal for now.”




The party and dancing are in full swing with music by a famous French crooner. As he ends his song, it’s announced that it’s time for the garter and bouquet toss. 

The single girls all line up. There aren’t very many, just Allie’s two younger sisters, Isla, a high school friend of Allie’s, a couple of her model friends, and Blair Bessemer.

Usually, girls claw their way, trying to catch the bouquet, but it appears they are out there just as props when they let it drop into Blair’s hands without trying to snatch it away. Blair holds up the bouquet in victory. 

“You know what they say, Blair,” Allie says loudly. “That means, you’ll be the next to get engaged.”

“Well, in that case,” Peter says from the crowd, moving to stand in front of Blair and then dropping to one knee, “will you marry me, Blair?”




Blair’s eyes get huge. She starts shaking, then crying, and finally nods through her tears. He has the ring on her finger before she actually mutters an acceptance. 

Everyone cheers and congratulates them, and a champagne toast is made in their honor.

“Better hope I don’t get the garter,” I hear Viktor say, teasing Isla, who he has been practically attached to all night. “You’d have to propose to me.”

“And, of course, you would say yes,” she flirts. 




Later in the evening, I catch Peter coming off the dance floor and congratulate him. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were going to propose tonight!”

“I was trying to keep it a secret, although her whole family knew. What did you think of the ring?”

“It’s amazing. Where did you find it?”

“It’s a family heirloom.”

“But your dad told me that he wasn’t raised with money.”

“Her family, not mine,” he clarifies. “When I asked her father and grandfather for their permission, Royston offered a ring that was his grandmother’s.”

“It’s massive.”

“And cheap for me.” Peter laughs. “But it means so much to her.”

“Because it was her great-great grandmother’s?”

“Because her family never offered the ring to Ty. Actually, come to find out, Ty never asked for their permission before proposing to her.”

“They like you,” I say in a singsong voice.

“Yes, they do,” he replies with a wide grin. “That makes the ring even more special.”

“There you are,” Blair says, wrapping herself around Peter. “Come dance with me.”

I’m about to follow them when I notice Royston standing alone at the bar.

I head over there, planning out a conversation that will get him talking along the way. But, when I get there, I’m stunned into silence. 

Royston’s right hand is resting on the bar, and on his finger is an emerald Echelon ring. 

He catches me looking at the ring. I quickly turn around, trying to hide both my shock and recognition.

I look around the room and wonder why I didn’t think of it before. We’re at Ares Von Allister’s son’s wedding. Would Echelon members wear their rings in his honor? 

Since I’m dying to know who I can trust, I make a beeline for Aleksandr, who is lounging on a pink fur sofa and nursing a drink. 

“You’re close to the board members,” I start. 

His eyes narrow, and his smile flattens slightly before he replies. 

“I can tell by your expression, that’s not the case.”

“Don’t get me wrong,” he says. “I greatly respect and admire their business acumen, but I wouldn’t consider any one of them among my closest friends.” 

“Why not?” I ask.

“Maybe jealousy,” he says, replying with an answer I never considered. “You know that Jack, Gio, your father, Malcolm, and I were good friends.”

I nod, not wanting to interrupt whatever he’s about to say. 

“Ares wasn’t close to his own father. I never really knew why, but Jack’s father sort of took him under his wing. Introduced him to all his buddies. Your father started moving in the circles of the ultra rich. Don’t get me wrong; we were best friends with Prince Gio, and we were wealthy in our own right but still young in our careers and certainly not billionaires yet. Of course, your father eventually took us all along for the ride. But your father could also be very secretive about their relationship. While I was jealous at first, once I got to know the men—”

“You weren’t impressed?” I ask.

“I know you think I’m hard on Viktor, but I am aware of the money he donates to environmental causes, and I allow it. I also know he had more chemistry with Clarice than he ever did her sister, and I never understood why he would ask Ophelia to marry him. Do you know?”

“I think you should ask your son that question. And I think you should tell him you support any cause he’s passionate about.”

“Did you get along with your mother?” he asks, a question I wasn’t expecting and one that sort of knocks the wind out of me.

“Uh, um, yeah. We got along,” I stutter out.

“Really?” he replies in a mocking tone. “I’ve seen your tenacity in action. I find it hard to believe you never butted heads.”

“Okay, fine. Yes, I could be stubborn, but I always tried to be respectful about it.”

Aleksandr lets out a laugh. “You were a handful; I’m sure of it. Your mother must have been smart though. Somehow, she nurtured that quality, which is part of who you are today—an extremely confident young woman, who isn’t afraid to fight for what she believes in.”

Tears unexpectedly fill my eyes. 

Aleksandr reacts to them by pulling me into a fatherly hug. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to up—”

“No. Thank you. Actually, you’re right. My mother did allow me to rebel, to a point.”

He grins sheepishly.

“That is exactly what you’re allowing your son to do,” I say in understanding.

“Bingo,” he says, tapping his index finger on my nose twice. 

“Are you part of it?” I blurt out, my emotions completely out of control.

“Part of what?”

“What’s in the old book in Malcolm’s office, the one my father was obsessed with.”

“You already know I’m in The Society,” he says softly, “as is everyone here with the exception of the bride’s family.”

“I mean, higher than that.”

He scrunches up his face. “I am a trustee.”

“How many trustees are there?” I ask, not caring anymore if it sounds like I’m interrogating him.

“In the world?” he says, scratching his neck. “Gosh, I think there are, like, five hundred maybe.”

“And who is above the trustees?” 

“No one,” he says. 

I try to impartially judge his expression, but my heart ignores his nervous scratch and believes that he’s telling the truth. 

“Lorenzo the Magnificent, the first king of Montrovia, survived an assassination attempt, which caused him to form The Society, a group of like-minded men who, whether they knew it or not, were his network of spies. The original group didn’t have trustees. I would assume those came later as The Society grew.”

“That makes sense,” Aleksandr agrees.

“But there was a group of ten men who sat at a round table where their thoughts were equal to Lorenzo’s.”

“Like the Knights of the Round Table?” he asks, tilting his head to the side.

I keep going. “Do you sit at a round table? Are all your thoughts equal? Is there no clear leader?”

He moves his head from one side to the other, seemingly trying to figure out an answer. “Uh, no, we don’t sit at a round table. In spirit, we are equal, although there is a hierarchy of roles in order to facilitate what needs to be done.”

“And who decides what needs to be done?”

“Well, right now, the elected head of the trustees is Zayn Kipling.”

“And who was before him?”

“McClellan.”

“And before him?”

“Hillford Senior.”

“Have you ever been head of the trustees?” I ask. 

“No, but your father was for five years.”

“Do you remember who all have been trustees since you’ve been in the group?”

“I probably could if I thought about it. After your father, it was Alessandro Vallenta. We have an election coming up. Although, technically, it’s not really an election like you would think.”

“In what way?” I ask.

“There is only one candidate to vote for. The election is more of a yay or nay situation.”

“And who decides who that person will be? The trustees?”

“No, the current trustee chooses his successor, and then we vote to approve.”

“Has anyone ever not been approved?”

“Not that I’m aware of,” he says.

“Who will you be approving next?” I ask. 

“Sergey Olander. You’re as intrigued by the group as your father was, aren’t you?”

I smile. “Yeah, I like history. And the fact that it relates to Montrovia, a country I’ve come to love, makes it all the more interesting.”

“I should have Malcolm give you your father’s book,” he says.

“How did he come to possess it? Like, under what circumstances?”

“It arrived in the mail not long after Ares became a recluse, about six years ago.”

“That was right after Alessandro Vallenta died, right?” 

“Uh, yeah. I guess it would have been,” he confirms.

“Were you there, on the yacht, when it happened?” I dare to ask.

“Yes, but I didn’t witness the event. I wasn’t a fan of Alessandro.” He picks up his glass from the coffee table in front of him and takes a long drink. 

“Why not?”

“I know he was Gio’s brother, but he was always such a pain in the ass. I was honestly shocked when he was chosen to be head trustee over Giovanni.”

“Did Gio care? Was he upset?”

“No, he saw it as a win for his brother. Something he didn’t come in second place for. A way his brother could shine. Maybe even do some good in this world.”

I take the drink from his hand and take a slug, needing some serious fortification before I can risk this all by trusting him.

“Did Gio ever tell you the truth about Alessandro’s death?” 

“Are you implying he didn’t get drunk and fall over the edge?” he asks incredulously.

I nod. “He tried to kill Giovanni, so he could be king.”

Aleksandr’s eyes get huge, and I know for sure that he is shocked by this, but then he says, “That doesn’t surprise me now that I think about it. How do you know this?”

“With the attempts on Lorenzo’s life, an Israeli spy came to Montrovia. He told Lorenzo that, six years ago, their government caught wind of a plot to kill the king. Of course, with the strait being important to their country along with many others, he was sent to check things out. When Alessandro tried to kill Gio, the spy got involved and fought Alessandro, and during the struggle, Alessandro fell over the rail and died.”

“I can’t believe Giovanni never told us.”

“I’m sure he didn’t want anyone in his country to know. Lorenzo didn’t know. But it sort of feels like maybe it is happening again,” I add.

“What is happening? Lorenzo has no siblings.”

“Can you keep a secret?” I ask him.

“Of course.”

“You won’t even tell Malcolm?”

He lets out a resigned sigh. “I promise.”

“Ophelia was behind the kidnapping of me, Lorenzo, and my brother. She wanted to become queen. And we learned that she and Alessandro had equal hatred for their country. It’s possible that the idea of taking over Montrovia didn’t come from either directly, that maybe there was some unknown factor behind the scenes who whispered into both their ears, offering them power.”

“In exchange for the strait,” he fires back without thought. “Gio was always worried about his country being able to protect it. But he has alliances with both the US and UK.”

“I believe Lorenzo is still in danger,” I say softly.

He takes my hand. “You should have told Malcolm and me this earlier. We have known Lorenzo since birth and would protect him like he is our own.”

“Do you have an emerald ring?” I ask, hoping to catch him off guard.

He holds up his right hand. “Only diamonds for me, no gemstones, but I did give my wife a spectacular emerald choker for our twentieth anniversary. It is one of her favorite pieces of jewelry and beautifully matches her eyes.”

“Lorenzo the Magnificent started a secret society within The Society. A group of ten to whom he gave emerald rings to show their inclusion. Those rings have been passed down for generations, always including a male descendant tied to the Montrovian crown. Gio should have been given the ring when his father died, but instead, it sat in the vault before Alessandro wore it.”

“Are you suggesting this group still exists?” he asks. 

“Yes. And I think they want control of Montrovia.”

He suddenly leans back, looking gravely concerned. “They would have to be very powerful men.”

“I would think so.”

He studies me. “You’ve been researching all of this because you still love Lorenzo?”

I nod, admitting it, and thankful that’s all he thinks this is about. “And I’m really worried about the Olympics. It’s a big world stage.”

“I wish I could go to Montrovia,” he says, looking troubled.

“Why can’t you?” I ask, still wondering if I can trust him.

“It’s my yearly corporate retreat with my executive team and their spouses. Just happened to fall over the same two weeks. I’ve been so busy; I didn’t realize it was the same time as the Olympics. We know Daniel through Peter, but we’ve never had an interest in the Olympics—although my wife does like watching the ice skating during the Winter Games.”

“That’s my favorite, too.”

“And, now, the swimming?” he asks.

“Yes, I will definitely be at the swimming events,” I say, flashing my red-white-and-blue engagement ring.

“Any chance you have any extra rooms at your villa?” he asks. 

“That depends,” I say tentatively.

“On what?”

“Where did you and Malcolm suddenly fly to when Peter, Viktor, and me were in Iraq?”

“Didn’t my wife tell you?” he asks. 

“She said it was work-related, but she didn’t say where you went.” 

“Do you think I have something to do with this group of ten because I’m a trustee?” he asks, finally putting the pieces together.

“We were attacked by a private military group. They weren’t kidnappers. They were there for us. We used my father’s code to tour all the secret research facilities. Did we see something we shouldn’t have?” 

His eyes search mine. “And you think Malcolm and I could have had something to do with the attack on our own sons?”

“The timing of your trip seemed suspect. I tried to track your flight, but you’ve hidden the tail number online.”

He leans back in his chair, takes his phone out of his breast pocket, and opens an app. “This shows the tracking for both of our planes.” He puts in Malcolm’s tail number and then a passcode. It pulls up a list of flights. “What day was it?” 

“July 6th.”

He hands me the phone. “London to Dubai and back.”

“What about yours?” 

He cocks his head. “Tricky, just like your father.” He shows me his tail number, which flew from Paris to London and sat idle until his return a few minutes after the other bird touched down.

“So, that means, someone with a research facility—many of whom are board members on my father’s company—were worried we saw something we shouldn’t have.”

“And you’re in danger?”

“I don’t know honestly. All I know is life was a whole lot less complicated before I found out I was Huntley Von Allister. And I have no idea who to trust.”

Aleksandr taps his chin with his finger and thinks for a long moment before pointing at me. “Corporate espionage is a real threat in any business that creates new ideas, which would be the case of all of the companies with research and development located in the Sphere. Its remote location is one of the benefits. Maybe a researcher panicked and assumed a corporate threat.”

“We introduced ourselves and told them why we were there.”

“Still, you got in without going through the proper protocol. They all should have reported it.”

“You have research and development there. Did your team?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but then again, my son was there on a planned trip. They knew you were coming. I told them to show you the innovative propulsion system for the vessels they were working on.”

“And they did. They were excited to meet Viktor.”

“I know.” He smiles proudly. “They told me so.”

“Did you tell him so?” I ask.

“No.” He grins at me. “I will though.”

“Good. But imagine for a moment that we had come in completely unannounced. Would you have sent a team to kill us?”

“Uh, no.” He nervously taps his foot on the floor as he looks across the room, straight at Harrison McClellan. 

And, before I know it, he’s on his feet, moving in McClellan’s direction, who just stepped outside.

Halfway there, Malcolm steps in front of him, realizing his friend is upset. They talk and then both calmly follow McClellan out the door. 

I attempt to follow them but am stopped by Allie’s brother-in-law, who wants to dance with me. 

When I finally get outside, Intrepid is standing next to Aleksandr and Malcolm on the rocky cliff where Ari and Allie said their vows earlier. 

“Where’s McClellan?” I ask.

They all nod toward the sea.

“There were harsh words spoken between Mr. McClellan and these two gentlemen,” Intrepid says, pointing at Malcolm and Aleksandr.

“What were you doing out here?” I ask him.

“Smoking a cigar,” he replies.

I walk to the edge of the cliff, but it’s too dark to see anything. 

“What happened?”

“He was drunk and fell,” Intrepid says. 

“What really happened?”

“I told him I knew he was responsible for the attack on my son in Iraq,” Aleksandr says. 

“And then what?”

“He said they’d never forgive him and launched himself off the edge.”

“Merde,” I curse. 

Interesting that he said the same thing as Dupree before he died. I desperately need to find out who they are.

I sneak back into the reception before anyone notices I was outside. I’m sure the authorities will be arriving soon.

Once inside, I check every single man in the room, including Sergey Olander and Zayn Kipling, who I believe are the other two Echelon members.

But none of them are wearing their rings.




MISSION:DAY SEVEN 




A group of four men are gathered in a salon on Zayn Kipling’s yacht, which is anchored just off the coast of France. It’s not a place they would normally have a meeting of The Echelon, but the vessel has a high-tech countersurveillance system that will suit their purposes for today.

“Our group has dwindled down to practically nothing,” Sergey Olander states. “Especially with the death of Harrison.”

“Is that something we should be concerned with?” Zayn Kipling asks. “What if it wasn’t an accident?”

“There were three witnesses who saw him fall off the cliff,” the leader, Maximillian Olivier, says. “And you saw Harrison earlier. He had been fighting with his wife, who went to her hotel room alone because he was being drunk and obnoxious.”

“The police didn’t suspect foul play. Besides, neither Malcolm nor Aleksandr would lie about something like that,” Olander says. “Malcolm seemed very upset. He’s a good man.”

“I’m glad you think so, Sergey,” Maximillian Olivier says. “After the event, I’d like to present him with McClellan’s ring since he did not have a male heir.”

“What about the other rings?” Zayn Kipling inquires.

“If the king of Montrovia survives, he will receive Lorenzo the Magnificent’s original ring. Ares Von Allister’s will naturally pass to his son, Aristotle. Once we obtain Dupree’s ring, I’d like it to go to Aleksandr Nikolaevich. Since both he and Malcolm were close friends of Ares, I believe they would strive to honor his vision in the future. When we reacquire the tenth ring from the museum, we will take nominations for that spot, and you all know that Hillford’s ring has been bestowed upon Royston Bessemer.”

“Who was an idiot and wore it to the wedding. Didn’t McClellan tell him it was only to be worn during meetings?” Sergey asks.

“I told him such at the reception,” Maximillian says. “He apologized profusely. Said McClellan never told him and that he was trying to honor the memory of Ares at his son’s wedding.”

“Makes sense, I guess,” Sergey says. “Really, we probably all should have worn them.”

“Why didn’t Royston join us today?” Zayn asks.

“While we are confident in our choice,” Maximillian says, “we felt it best not to read him in completely on our plan just yet. We only painted broad strokes.”

“He’s on a jet with Huntley Von Allister, headed to Montrovia, as we speak,” Rutherford Elingston adds.

“At least he will be easy to find should the current president not meet our needs,” Maximillian jokes.

“Is an assassination plan for the president and the vice president of the United States in place?” Zayn wonders.

“Of course,” Rutherford states. “Our military man in Montrovia will take care of President Spear personally, and we have an asset on the vice president’s staff in Washington.”

“The military man’s original plan also included the death of Lorenzo Vallenta,” Zayn says. “That doesn’t really seem fair to me since this whole thing was started by his ancestor.”

“Although Ares Von Allister wanted the Vallenta bloodline to become the world’s royal family, it’s not a priority as far as I’m concerned. Besides, we have more pressing issues to discuss,” Maximillian says, trying to keep the men on track. 

They are all leaders who are brilliant in their fields and worth a whole lot of money, but it’s not their money that matters anymore. It’s the treasure Hillford hid in the desert that does. It is the treasury upon which Arcadia will be founded. 

“Let’s get back to the reason for our meeting. I’m pleased to announce that all the pieces are in place and our goal for the perfect world lies in the palm of our hands. People at the Olympics will become ill over the next twenty-four hours. Over the next forty-eight hours, as spectators of the opening ceremonies return home, the virus will spread to the rest of the world.”

“Explain how the virus works again,” Sergey says.

Maximillian smiles. He finds it remarkable how their plan has evolved. 

Just seven years ago, they were going to use a less reliable supply of poisoned grain from McClellan’s company combined with a coup of Montrovia, featuring Alessandro Vallenta. That was, until the brilliant discovery of a new deadly disease by a scientist who worked for one of Dupree’s companies, a research firm known as PureGen that does nothing but attempt to create diseases that could be used in warfare.

“Since Dupree isn’t here to explain the science behind it all, I’ll give you the layman’s version as I understand it. The opening ceremonies to kick off the Olympics are being held during the day so as to allow the queen to throw a ball immediately following it. Embedded in the smoke of the daytime fireworks are two airborne viruses that will present as one. The first has flu-like symptoms—a scratchy throat, swollen lymph nodes, low-grade fever, and a unique lacy rash. This virus will spread like wildfire, as there is no incubation period. People will get sick within a few hours of exposure. The people who will die are those who actually attended the opening ceremonies and were directly exposed to the scientist’s disease.”

“Won’t doctors figure that out?” Zayn wonders.

“They won’t have time. This is what they will know,” Maximillian explains. “The sick are coming in masses and presenting flu-like symptoms, and shortly after, they develop the telltale rash. Those who have the rash, including extremely healthy athletes, are dying. They will assume that everyone who gets the rash will then also die. That’s why the timing of all this is crucial.”

“Okay, so some people will die,” Sergey says.

“Actually, everyone who attends the opening ceremonies will die.”

“But what about The Society members who will be there?”

“There’s nothing we can do for them.” Maximillian shrugs. “Needless to say, you all probably want to watch this one from a remote location.”

“Are you saying that there’s no antidote—no cure?” Zayn asks.

“That’s what I’m saying. If you are exposed to the virus at the opening ceremonies or if you take the vaccine, there is nothing anyone can do to save you. That’s the brilliance of the disease. There is no cure,” Maximillian says. “But let’s get back to the subject at hand. The first hundred deaths will cause concern. The first thousand will cause a worldwide panic. Doctors won’t be able to stop them from dying. Governments will become involved. The media will go crazy. The stock markets will crash.”

“Things really get fun after that,” Rutherford interjects with a grin. “Panic will ensue. We’ll make sure worldwide banking and payment systems as well as international trading come to a screeching halt. Montrovia’s borders will be closed in an attempt to stop the spread. Militaries from around the world will discuss plans for what to do, and in the midst of all that, we will come to control the Montrovian forces.”

“And then?” Zayn asks, nearly breathless with anticipation.

“The World Health Committee will announce that this is a pandemic—an extinction-level event,” Maximillian says. “Human behavior is easy to predict after that. There will be looting and crime. Martial law will be enacted in countries that don’t already have it. And, just when the human race is convinced they will all die, PureGen will announce a cure—a vaccination that the world’s governments will have no choice but to force upon their citizens.”

“Dupree’s company has received a lot of bad press lately. Do you think that will matter?”

“Dupree owned a large conglomerate of companies. PureGen wasn’t affected, and those involved in the prescription drug ring have been arrested. The case is closed.”

“And this vaccine is really going to lower the population to five hundred million?” Zayn asks.

“Yes. And this is the best part,” Maximillian states. “As soon as the vaccine is given, people will instantly feel better because it’s full of steroids and vitamins. Their sore throat and fever will go away. The rash will vanish. All will be deemed a success.”

“Except they’re really dying,” Sergey says with a laugh.

“That’s correct,” Maximillian says. “Hidden in the vaccine is the disease that was embedded in the fireworks. It causes white blood cells to reproduce exponentially at the same time an autoimmune reaction destroys red blood cells. And, again, excuse my lack of expertise in this area, but the end result is that, when the red blood cells are destroyed, the body will become starved for oxygen and shut down. Within two weeks to a month, everyone who received the vaccination will be dead.”

“And Arcadia will become reality,” Rutherford says happily. “Can you imagine how wonderful our lives will be when that happens? We’ll get a reset on society.”

“How and when will we announce to The Society not to take the vaccine?” Zayn asks.

“When the time is right,” Rutherford says. “Over the last year, we have caused a few scrapes, like the recent terrorist attack on the German airport, so that our members would start to rely more and more on us. We will send out a series of three messages—the first two making them believe we don’t have a way to save them. Once the cure is announced and is close to being given, we will tell them that we acquired a special supply. Of course, we’re not stupid. We’re going to tell them it’s just a slightly stronger dose—delivered directly to their doorstep for their convenience—not that it’s something completely different.”

“Once Montrovia falls, the world will fall,” Maximillian says, signaling the end of the meeting by raising his cut-crystal glass filled with the rarest of all scotches into the air. “To our fallen comrades—Ares Von Allister, John Hillford, Marquis Dupree, Harrison McClellan, and all former Echelon members. While their deaths are sorrowful, their efforts have ensured our success. Just think, the next time we are gathered together, we will be toasting our victory and to our Arcadia.”

“To Arcadia,” the men all cheer.
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The wedding brunch was a pretty laid-back affair with everyone still a bit tired from all the celebrating last night. After Allie said good-bye to her family, our small group headed to the airport, arriving back in Montrovia just in time for the Olympics opening ceremonies. 

I’m dressed in a sleek pair of navy slacks with a white blouse trimmed in red, and I’m carrying the same striped bag I had during the swearing-in of President Spear. Recently, the ceremonies have been held in the evening, but Montrovia opted for a daytime version, followed by an opulent Olympic Ball and a late-night pyrotechnics show over the marina. 

I’m seated by President Ryan Spear and the First Lady in the Olympic stadium. The opening ceremonies are a big production highlighting Montrovia’s history and culture, some of which are featured on the massive big screens and combined with on-field artistic dance and musical performances. There are also beautiful daytime fireworks of white that contrast against the blue sky and flicker with light. 

There is a video honoring the recently passed King Giovanni, including photos of him and Lorenzo sailing together as Lorenzo ages, then his coronation, and him sailing a boat alone into the Montrovian harbor. That brings tears to my eyes. 

I look across the stadium at the box where the royal family sits, and through the pomp and circumstance, I somehow manage to lock eyes with Lorenzo. He puts his hand to his chest, tapping his breast pocket where I know the queen chess piece still resides. 

The ceremonies continue with the bell being rung to start the Olympics, followed by the royal military flaunting their flags and anthem. There is a highlight video of the torch’s journey, including it being brought into the harbor on a speedboat by Lorenzo and a performance by a famous Montrovian pop star. 

After that, each country is paraded into the stadium, flaunting their unique dress, flag, and culture. Leaders of most of the countries are present, and their pictures are flashed on the jumbotron. I run coup scenarios through my head, realizing that, if one took place right now, not only could it change the leadership of Montrovia, but also the world itself. On the flip side, this is a very big stage. An event that is being broadcast simultaneously throughout the world. Governments would immediately seek retribution, and Montrovia would be quickly overtaken. I don’t think that’s part of their plan. 

I imagine a countdown clock ticking away, the country of Montrovia one bomb ready to blow. 

After the countries are announced, there are a few more speakers, and then King Lorenzo officially declares the games open. The Olympic flag is brought in, followed by the torch, which is used to light the fire in the stadium’s cauldron. 

As soon as that takes place, the Secret Service whisks us out a VIP exit and to a waiting car. The president and First Lady are taken to their hotel where I’m picked up by Ellis. 

Daniel is already at the villa when I return home. He’s still dressed in his navy crested blazer with red trim, crisp white shirt, and pants. I grab my phone and take a selfie with him, posting it to social media, understanding that, after my run-in with McClellan at the CitySphere, it’s a big part of my cover now. 

“Why don’t you come up to my room—”

“I thought you’d never ask,” he teases, waggling his eyebrows at me.

“So we can have a snack on the terrace. I’m sure you are starving.”

He startles me when he pulls me into his arms, giving me a tight hug. “I’m so freaking happy; I can hardly stand it,” he says, kissing the top of my head. “I owe it all to you.”

“I’m glad you’re happy, Daniel,” I say, hoping that the rest of our lives will turn out happily, even in the face of adversity. 
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The palace is lit up for the event and decorated with thousands of begonias. 

I find Lizzie at the bar, ordering a glass of sparkling water. “You look incredible,” I tell her as we embrace. 

“I feel incredible,” she replies. 

“I take it, you spent time together while we were at the wedding?” I whisper.

“As much as possible with my schedule,” she says, grinning. “It’s made my duties much more bearable. I’m still exhausted, but it’s made a difference.”

“What are your official duties for tonight?” I ask her, wondering if they are any different than what Lorenzo and I did at the last ball.

“Well, since the queen is the hostess for the evening, I’m sort of off the hook. Lorenzo and I need to mingle, shake hands, and make everyone feel welcome in the country, but I also get to dance and enjoy myself.” She gives me a conspiratorial grin. “Did you know that you and Daniel are seated at our table tonight?”

I laugh. “I do know that.”

“Do you think I can dance with him in public?” she asks, her brow furrowing. “I fear that my happiness will be impossible to hide when I am in his arms.”

“I think it is appropriate on occasions such as these to dance with numerous guests, but if a reporter asks about your smile when dancing with Daniel, say that he told you an inappropriate but very funny joke. What you can’t do is appear too comfortable in his arms.”

“His arms feel like home,” she says. “I’m even more in love with him now than I was before. Speaking of that, how was the wedding?”

“Exquisitely beautiful. I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many flowers in one place. The details were perfection.”

“And expensive, I would imagine,” she replies. 

“My brother definitely has no problem spending our inheritance. But it was also special to witness just how much in love they are.”

“In the past, I would have thought it was crazy that they knew so quickly. Having experienced it myself, I understand. I can’t wait to marry him,” she says. “As soon as the Olympics are over.”

“You don’t want a big wedding?” 

“Well, I used to want that,” she says, rolling her eyes, “until I started planning a royal one. Now, I want it to be just the two of us saying our vows to each other. Vows that don’t need approval from a committee but rather are merely promises spoken from our hearts.”

I sigh dreamily, having experienced that myself recently and knowing how special it is. “I think that sounds perfect.”

“What about you?” she asks. “What’s your dream wedding?”

I can’t tell her that I already had it, so I start to mutter something about roses. Fortunately, I see the prince of Denmark walking in my direction. 

“Oh, I must go say hello to someone,” I politely tell Lizzie. “I’ll see you at the table for dinner.”

“Huntley,” the prince says, kissing my hand. “You wore red at the last ball, but this dress—”

“A little risqué?” I ask with a laugh. 

“You’re a vision,” he replies, cocking his head at me. “May I ask you a very personal question?”

“Of course.”

“Why are you engaged to Daniel when you should be marrying Lorenzo?”

“Probably because his mother didn’t deem me suitable. You’re a prince. Will your family choose your future bride?”

He rolls his eyes and says, “My mother already has someone in mind.”

I can’t help but let out a little giggle. 

“Oh, sure, you can laugh. You don’t have to deal with her. I recently purchased a penthouse overlooking the harbor here in Montrovia just to get away from the pressure.”

“And people think royalty have an easy life,” I tease. “Besides, I heard it wasn’t just a penthouse, that it is the penthouse at the top of the Royal Casino.”

“Well, if you need to get away from the pressures of daily life, why not do so in style?” He grabs two flutes from a passing waiter and clinks my glass. After a sip, his demeanor turns serious. “I am worried about Lorenzo. I hope it’s okay that he shared with me that you are aware of the possible threats to his country.”

“You are his closest friend, Kresten; of course it’s okay. And I share your worry.”

“And you should know that I have offered him the full support of Danish Defense.” He takes my elbow and pulls me closer, whispering, “A team of special forces arrived in town just a few hours ago with the sole intent of protecting Lorenzo should a coup occur. They are dressed in matching blue velvet dinner jackets with the Danish crest, are seated at tables throughout the ballroom, and armed.”

I take a deep breath, trying to steady the onslaught of emotions that has just overcome me. Tears of relief fill my eyes. “That’s incredibly generous of you.”

He pulls a white handkerchief out of his pocket and hands it to me. “You care deeply for him.”

I don’t reply, just nod as I pat away the tears. 

“Speak of the devil,” Kresten says, greeting Lorenzo. 

At the last ball we went to, Lorenzo wore attire appropriate for a prince. This time, he looks even more in command. There is extra braiding dangling from his shoulders and additional medals pinned to his jacket. He looks more regal than he did at his coronation. And I realize it’s the way in which he is carrying himself. 

Even though it feels like the weight of the world is on his and Montrovia’s shoulders, Lorenzo’s standing straight and tall. A confident leader. 

And here I am, the hardened spy and trained assassin reduced to tears because of a gesture of friendship. Two memories flash in my head simultaneously. The first being my instructor in hand-to-hand combat, telling me that being a girl was one of my greatest weapons because I would be underestimated by my adversaries, offset by the conflicting advice of the old woman who spoke to me the night Lorenzo and I snuck out by ourselves in Rome. 

“Are you crying?” Lorenzo says to me.

“She had a speck of dust in her eye,” Kresten replies. “You must do a better job at cleaning the palace.”

“I’ll get right on that.” Lorenzo laughs. 

“I was just telling Huntley how lovely she looks tonight.”

“That she does,” Lorenzo says, taking a slight step back to take in my gown, which was made for me by the designer of the dream dress. 

It’s basically a bunch of sheer netting covered by strategically placed lace. And, although the netting comes to the base of my throat and buttons in the back, the red beaded lace forms a deep plunging neckline. The lace on the skirt is heavy, covering my lady parts well, but it ends on the upper thigh, allowing my legs to show through before continuing the lace at the hem and on the train. It’s very different from the princess-style gown I wore to my first Montrovian ball and of a much lighter weight should any of my special skills become necessary. 

I’m also fully decked out with spikes in both shoes, a crystal cuff that contains poisoned darts, and my black diamond ring with its toxic point. My jeweled clutch can be turned into a small bomb equal to three grenades and is loaded with additional exploding pore strips. I also have a single piece of plastic-coated wire tucked into my ear that allows me to hear Ares and Terrance, who, with Lorenzo’s approval, have cameras located in every single part of the castle that will be used by guests tonight. Under our dining table is a hidden panel that will reveal a small arsenal of weapons. Both Intrepid and Gabriel are attending as well. We aren’t able to talk to each other with the new earpiece technology, but Ares is back at the villa, watching the live feeds and will tell us how to proceed if an event should occur tonight. 

Lorenzo affectionately kisses my cheeks in greeting but not so much as to be considered inappropriate. “The announcement for dinner is about to commence. Why don’t we make our way to our table?”

Lorenzo holds out his elbow, so I allow him to lead me the short distance. I look for my place card and see that I’m seated between Daniel and his mother. 

The First Lady looks beautiful in a sparkling blue gown. “Huntley,” she says. “That’s quite the dress.”

“Red is Daniel’s favorite color on me.”

“Has he seen that dress yet?”

“No. He had a late practice. I suspect he will arrive about the time dinner is served.”

“Well, he will be even more of a fan. You look stunning.”

“Thank you. So do you. The blue of your dress matches your husband’s eyes.”

She blushes and looks over at President Ryan Spear, who is seated across from her. He gives her an adorable wink and then turns to speak to Kresten, who is seated next to him. 

“Has our government heard anything else about what might happen in Montrovia?” I quickly whisper to her. 

“Not really, although Ryan did mention that a naval squadron is in international waters very near Montrovia, and a fleet is in position to follow.”

“What for?”

“First and foremost, to be able to get the president out of the country if things get ugly. Montrovia, and particularly the monarchy, has always been our ally, and their strait is geographically and militarily strategic. We will not allow it to fall into the wrong hands.”

“Are you saying, they would come to Lorenzo’s aid?”

“Providing he stays alive, yes. A coup can go a few different ways. Sometimes, the family is simply ousted; other times, they flee for their safety, and …” She pauses. 

“Often, they are killed,” I finish. “Lorenzo is not a coward.”

“I know,” she says. “That’s why Ryan is worried.”

Daniel strolls toward our table, looking much like he did the first time I saw him—hair mussed, cheeks flushed, and buttoning his jacket. I know, for all of our sakes, I need to make a fuss over his arrival, but the truth is, I’m really glad to see him. He’s been a constant in my life through all of this mess. When I stand up, he lets out a completely inappropriate whistle, marches to my side of the long table, greets me with a steamy kiss on the lips, and then holds me at arm’s length to look me up and down. 

“Now, I’m really sorry I’m late,” he says. “You look incredible.”

“Thank you, baby,” I say, the baby hopefully sounding like it’s something I always call him even though I’ve never called a man that in my life—and probably never will again.

He gives me a little smack on the butt before making his way to his assigned seat next to me. But, when he sits down, his eyes immediately land on Lizzie, and the intensity in which he looks at her tells her everything she already knows. 

That he’s equally as crazy about her.




We’ve finished our main courses, and we are waiting for dessert to be served when Terrance chirps in my ear, “Huntley, quickly proceed to hallway six. The queen of Montrovia might be in danger.”

I excuse myself from the table and leave the ballroom from a side door. I’m rushing down the hall when I hear raised voices coming from a room nearby. 

I stop and listen to the queen arguing with a man. I can’t hear what they are saying exactly, but it’s obvious that the man is threatening her. I wish I had grabbed my clutch with my phone in it. I could have eavesdropped. 

But then the man shouts, “You can, and you will. Or else!”

A door slams, so I slip into the corridor, covertly peeking out to see General Agueda marching away. 

I meet the queen in the hallway. 

“What are you doing here?” she asks. Her nose is turned up, and her tone is brusque, but her hands are shaking, and her cheeks are flushed with anger. 

“I was invited by your son,” I reply. 

She gives my gown a once-over. “Wearing red again, I see. If you had any kind of social aptitude, you would know you shouldn’t be wearing red. It’s my color. The color of the Montrovian queen. And you shouldn’t be wearing a tiara unless you are nobility.”

“This isn’t a tiara; it’s a coronet. And I’m wearing it because your son knighted me after I saved his life. I am the Contessa of Courtenay. But it sounds like my wardrobe choices are the least of your worries. Why did the general just threaten you?”

“Why would I tell you?” she scoffs.

“Maybe because I saved your son’s life on numerous occasions.”

Tears fill her eyes, and I can tell she’s about to break. 

She grabs my hand and pulls me back into the room they were just in, which I see now is her personal study. It’s in the public part of the castle as opposed to in her residence. I glance around, seeing numerous photos of her life as royalty lining the walls. 

“He told me he’d wait until the end of the year,” she says, clearly distressed. “And, now, he’s reneging on his promise. That’s why I need Lorenzo married. He must marry before the scandal breaks. It’s imperative.”

“What scandal?” I ask. 

She slumps onto a mohair sofa in defeat. “My affair with the general.”

“How long has it been going on?”

“Since early in my marriage. But I can explain,” she says, holding up a trembling hand.

“Please do.” I sit down next to her, trying to look compassionate. 

“Giovanni and I had an arranged marriage. From the moment our engagement was announced until our extravagant wedding and honeymoon, where Lorenzo was conceived, it was a whirlwind of love with the promise of a lifetime of happiness.”

“Sounds like a fairy tale.”

“It was a night like this.” She sighs. “The Queen’s Ball. Of course, at that point, I was just a princess, and Giovanni’s mother, the queen, was upset with me.”

“Because you were having an affair?”

“No, because I was wearing something she didn’t approve of.” She sighs again, looking at me. “We were both in red gowns. She told me it was the color of the queen.”

I can’t help but raise an eyebrow at her. 

“I know,” she says, rolling her eyes. “My mother-in-law was impossible to please. She kept my schedule booked so full with duties that I barely had time to breathe. I’ve become just as horrible as her. And I am aware of this. But I’m doing it to protect my son and his kingdom. You must understand that.”

“So, you got in trouble for wearing a red dress. And then you slept with the general?”

“She said something else that I wasn’t aware of. She told me that they had chosen me to wed Giovanni, not the other way around. Giovanni had already proven to be a good father, husband, and friend, but I took it personally. I was crushed, to be honest. And I did something reckless. Something I’ve continued to pay for to this day.”

She stands up, walks across the room, removes a framed photo from the wall, and brings it back to me. 

“This was our wedding day. Giovanni with his groomsmen. Don’t they all look so handsome?”

I just nod. I don’t want to interrupt her confession, so I pretend to study the photo. I’m about ready to hand it back to her, but my eyes stop as I recognize one of the men. I’m so shocked that I nearly gasp out loud.

“I was back in Montrovia after graduating from the university,” she continues. It’s all rolling out of her now. “Alberto and I met at a charity event and were spending long nights together—which abruptly ended when I was chosen to court Giovanni. After my mother-in-law’s tongue-lashing, I rushed to Giovanni, only to find a woman in his arms. The story was the woman had nearly fainted, but it sent my head and my heart into a tailspin. I went to the garden and cried my eyes out. Alberto sat down next to me. I confessed my concerns to him and fell into his arms for comfort.”

“And into his bed?” I point to the photo because I have to know. “Who is this man?”

“That’s him. General Alberto Agueda. Our affair continued. I became pregnant with my second child—his child. But then fate stepped in. I was bucked off a horse and lost the baby as well as my ability to have more children. Giovanni was amazing. He could have ended our arranged marriage. And he probably should have. But he told me he had fallen in love with me, and he would stand by his word. Giovanni was always a man of his word. I didn’t promise anything that day. I was too distraught. Too emotional. Too guilty. 

“When I told Alberto it was over, he threatened to tell all if our affair ended. And, even though I didn’t desire him further, we have been meeting in private for over twenty years. It went from exciting and passionate to being one of my duties. Something I had to do to maintain this crown.” She points to the ornate diamond tiara on her head.

“He looks different,” I say, my insides seething while my mind calculates revenge.

“He has gained quite a lot of weight. Looks like a completely different man, doesn’t he? I certainly don’t desire him, but I was afraid of what would happen if the truth came out.”

“Did he hate Giovanni for marrying you?”

“Yes, he did. But he maintained their friendship. He was always driven, but over the last six or seven years, he has become particularly power-hungry, and his hate for my husband grew. He would drink heavily and stupidly talk of a revolution. One where he would marry me and take control of the entire Montrovian military and how it would become the world’s army.”

“The world?” I say, my heart practically stopping. “Or Arcadia?”

Her eyes get huge in recognition, which immediately answers my question.

“A couple of things you should know, Your Highness,” I say, standing up and then backing away with a bow. “Your lover is part of the plot that killed your husband and both of his brothers, and he tried to kill your son. And the night before you made the announcement of his engagement to Lady Palomar, Lorenzo and I were secretly wed, so I guess that means I can wear red anytime I feel like it.”

His mother dramatically tosses herself on the ground in tears as I leave the room.




Once outside, I lean against the wall, my mind immediately going back. 




“Sit right here, Lee,” my mother said, handing me a book to read and making sure I was in her line of sight as she made her way across the plaza in front of the National Cathedral.

I sat on the bench and pretended to read, but I watched her from underneath my bangs. She paced around the fountain a few times, seemingly taking in the history of the place, but I knew she was purposefully casing the area to make sure it was safe. 

A man with a military haircut walked briskly to the fountain, his back to me, and sat down. In his breast pocket was a square of yellow. I knew he was who she was meeting, as I overheard her earlier phone conversation with him. 

Mom didn’t immediately approach the man. She took another pass around the area, making sure the man hadn’t been followed, before she took a seat next to him. 

They had a brief conversation, my mother’s face looking grave as she spoke. I knew something was wrong. 

Mom had been acting worried. When I asked about it yesterday, she told me that she’d found what she was looking for in our treasure hunt. I asked if we were rich now. She laughed and said that she didn’t care about money. That her greatest treasure was me. And that she hoped I would grow up and live a long, happy life. I remembered she’d gotten teary-eyed when she said that, and I was pretty sure I had never seen her cry before that day. I’d wrapped my arms around her, given her a kiss, and told her I’d be happy as long as we were always together.

Mom pulled a manila file out of her tote bag and gave it to the man. He stood up, shook her hand, and walked back the way he’d come, allowing me to clearly see his face. 




The face from the photo. 

I open my eyes and race down the hall, knowing I have to warn Lorenzo. 

The Olympic Ball is in full swing when I return, and the dance floor is quite crowded. I want to shout from the top of my lungs about the general, but I can’t. 

I spend about fifteen minutes making my way around the room when I finally spot Daniel and Lizzie tucked into a corner with Peter and Blair. 

“Have you seen Lorenzo?” I ask them. 

“Not since dessert,” Peter replies. “What’s up?”

“Oh, nothing really. I just needed to talk to him.”

“What about?” Lizzie asks. 

“His mother,” I reply. “She was upset when I saw her last. I thought he might want to check on her.”

“That woman has a heart made of iron. I’m sure she’ll be fine,” Lizzie says, rolling her eyes.

“Yeah, you’re probably right,” I say, realizing that the queen and I aren’t all that different. We’ve both been fighting for Lorenzo and Montrovia in our own ways. 

All of a sudden, chaos breaks out as numerous royal guards rush through the ballroom and down the hall toward the queen’s study.

I take a steadying breath. 

Moments later, Juan is at my side. He tightly grips my elbow and leads me out of the ballroom and toward Lorenzo’s quarters.

“What’s going on?” I ask.

“The queen,” is all he says. 

He puts me in the study and then basically stands watch at the door. The moment feels very much like the night I was questioned after I saved Lorenzo for the first time. I’m expecting General Agueda to march into the room, military guards in tow, coming to arrest me for upsetting the queen. 

I know I was a little harsh with her. But then I realize that she might have called the general and told him that I knew the truth. That I knew about Arcadia. 

I take a deep breath, readying myself for a fight. I glance over at the spot where I know I can access a secret door. One that would take me to the war room, where I could wag the spotted dog’s tail and get the heck out of here. 

Ultimately, I decide to stay. 

And the longer I wait, the surer I am that he doesn’t know. For, if he did, he would have been here immediately, whisking me away before I could reveal the truth to anyone else.




Forty long minutes later, Lorenzo appears, throwing the double doors to his study open with considerable force. 

“You should know that my mother tried to kill herself tonight. Because of something you said to her.”

“She what? Is she okay?”

“Thankfully, yes. I happened to find her before she could do real damage.”

“Real damage?”

“She slit her wrists.”

“Like this?” I ask, flipping my arm over and horizontally sliding my finger across my wrist.

“Yes. Why does that matter?”

“Because, if she really wanted to kill herself, Lorenzo, she would have sliced vertically in order to hit an artery.”

“How can you be so callous about this?” he yells in anger. “All eyes are on my country for the Olympics; everyone keeps telling me something horrible is going to happen here, but no one can tell me what; I’m supposed to pretend to care for a woman I don’t love; and, if that’s not enough stress, the woman I do love chose this moment in time to upset my mother so much that she tried to kill herself. Well, thanks, but I don’t need that kind of help. You’re dismissed.”

“I’m dismissed?” I say with disbelief.

“Yes.”

“Hmm. Well, that’s too bad for you because I now know who is behind the coup. The coup that is going to start during the Olympics. Which happen to start tomorrow. But, whatever, I’ll just be on my way.” I make a move to leave. 

Lorenzo grabs my hand, pulling me toward him. “Who?” he demands.

“General Agueda. He and your mother were having an affair. She was pushing for you to marry because he was blackmailing her. She thought, if you had a queen, she could back out of the public eye, and no one would care what he said. She was trying to protect you and the monarchy the best she knew how.”

“The general and my father were good friends. I don’t believe you.”

“Okay, fine. I should also tell you that I recognized the general from a photo in your mother’s office. When my mother had figured out the plot, she’d tried to meet with your father. He was out of town, so she met with someone else and gave him a packet of information. In all the people that I met here, I had never seen that man—until tonight. Your mother told me that he’d put on weight over the last six years. Probably started gaining it about the time Alessandro was killed, don’t you think? And, more than likely, he’s been waiting for his chance this whole time because, when he got drunk, he would tell your mother that he was going to become the leader of the world’s military, specifically mentioning Arcadia. I believe he and Alessandro had a deal. Alessandro takes over the country, and the general controls the military. That’s why, over the past six years, he’s been drinking more heavily and gained so much weight. Because he’s not only already committed treason; he’s also planning to do it again. This freaking week.”

Lorenzo tightly grabs my face and kisses me hard. “I’m sorry. I should never doubt you. I was upset about my mother.”

“I know. I’m sorry your mother felt she had to do that, but I have a feeling it was also for your benefit.”

“She barely scraped her wrists.”

“Yes, she felt desperate and needs help, but maybe arresting the general and taking that pressure off her forever will help her situation. I suggest you unhand me and make a call.”

He removes his hands from my face but lets them slide across my shoulders, down my arms, and to my backside. “My hands adore being on you, but you are right.”

Very quickly, he is on the phone to the admiral, calling him to his study, while I call both Intrepid and Gabriel. 

It’s determined that, after his incident with the queen, the general left the castle and went to the apartment that he keeps in the city. And, after confirming that his wife and two daughters are safely at their vacation villa on the eastern coast, we discuss a plan. Lorenzo wants to send in his special forces, but, fortunately, I talk him into letting Intrepid and Gabriel go alone. We don’t know who he can trust in his military right now.




While Lorenzo takes to the war room, I ask Juan to escort me to the queen’s chambers. When we get there, I march past her personal secretary, who seems to be on guard. 

“You can’t go in there,” she says, chasing after me. 

“I’d like to speak to the queen alone, please.”

“I’m afraid that won’t be possible—” she starts to say, but the queen puts her hand up to stop her. 

“Leave us, please, Mara.”

After Mara does as told, closing the door behind her, I sit on the bed next to the queen. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. The words I spoke to you were quite harsh. For that, I apologize.”

“How did you know about Arcadia?” she asks, squinting her eyes at me. Maybe truly seeing me for the first time since I arrived in her country.

“The press deemed me the orphan princess, and it’s true. My mother was murdered. In front of me. Ask me why.”

“Why?” she says.

“Because she was a CIA agent who took a couple of weeks off work when her old friend Ares Von Allister asked her to look into why Alessandro had tried to kill King Giovanni. I don’t know if he told you all this when it happened, but the king was trying to make sense of it. He searched Alessandro’s belongings and found a dollar bill for a country called Arcadia with Alessandro’s photo on it as king. Your husband was afraid, so he turned to Ares because he trusted him. Ares then turned to my mother. 

“After a few weeks of sleuthing, my mother figured out the conspiracy and who was behind it. She had been instructed to give that information to Giovanni directly, but he was out of town, so she contacted one of the two other men she was told she could trust and ended up meeting the general. She gave him a packet full of the truth. Instead of telling the king, I believe he called the man named in the plot, who then ordered the hit on my mother.”

“Is that why you came to Montrovia?” she asks.

“Yes. I needed to protect your son.”

“And you fell in love with him? Or was that just an act to get close?”

“I think I fell in love with him long before that. Do you remember a group of tourists yelling from the balcony and Lorenzo waving to a young girl about six years ago?”

She narrows her eyes. “That was you?”

“Yes. I had a plan to meet Lorenzo at the casino, but instead, we met by happenstance at the tailor’s shop. And, if my mother had told my father, Ares Von Allister, that I was his daughter, I would have met Lorenzo long before that.”

“I’m sure it doesn’t matter at this point, Huntley, but you have my blessing. And I’m sorry if I caused you pain. We will call off the engagement immediately.”

“Yeah, about that,” I say and then proceed to tell her just why she can’t do anything of the sort. 

At least, not yet.




“You’re quite an extraordinary woman,” the queen tells me. 

“So are you,” I reply. “You have sacrificed much for your love of Giovanni, your son, and the crown.”

As she smiles at me and pats my hand, Lorenzo bursts through the door. 

“General Agueda is dead,” he blurts out. 

“What happened?” his mother asks. 

“When asked to confess, he told a story of how, six years ago, Prince Alessandro spoke of a new world. One of which Alessandro would rule as king and the general would control its military. A few weeks after Alessandro was killed, an American spy gave him a packet naming the man behind the plot, one John F. Hillford. He confessed to calling Hillford to offer his services rather than delivering it to the king as promised. It wasn’t until recently that he was approached again with a similar offer that involved Ophelia. One he said would have been the spark that lit the flame in a new world order.”

“How did he die?” his mother asks. 

I think she’s having a hard time convincing herself that it’s true. That her nightmare with the general could be over.

“He pulled a gun from his desk and shot himself.”

The queen breaks down in tears again.

Lorenzo comes to sit by his mother and wraps his arms around her. “It will be okay,” he says. “The general never mentioned your affair. Only Huntley and I are aware of it. Your secret is safe with us.”

“I’m ashamed that you even found out,” she says to her son. 

“Huntley explained the situation to me. You’re human, Mother.”

“Huntley told me you were secretly married the night before the announcement.”

Lorenzo’s eyes go wide with surprise. 

I shrug. “I was mad.”

“I want you to know that I only pushed marriage to protect you. I thought, if you were married, if there were a new queen, the people wouldn’t care so much about my sins.”

“I know,” he says. “You should rest, Mother. It’s been a long night.”

“Thank you,” she says as Lorenzo escorts me out of the room. 

The second he closes the door, he leans against a nearby wall and slumps to the floor, emotion overcoming him.

I sit next to him, taking his hand and tightly squeezing it. 

After a few moments, he kisses me. It’s an emotion-filled kiss. One that brings tears to my own eyes. 

“It will be okay,” I tell him. “The general is dead. There will be no coup.”

“What I didn’t tell my mother was that they’d found plans in the general’s study. He was going to kill the entire royal family, except for my mother, as well as the Prime Minister and many parliament leaders.”

“Probably so he would control the country when the real crisis starts.”

“Yes, and although we dodged this bullet, it confirms what you’ve been suggesting—that there is more. How am I supposed to stop it?”

“We’ve stopped half of it,” I say. “That’s huge. At least, no matter what comes next, you will be able to maintain control of your country. We’ll figure out the rest, I promise.”

“I don’t know what I would do without you in my life,” he says softly.

“You’d be dead.” I wink at him, trying to defuse some of his stress. 

He kisses me again. “And I’m so very glad that I am not. I have a vision,” he says. “You and me holding hands on the balcony and waving to my countrymen after the crisis has passed. It is what is getting me through all of this. That goal. Of us together. In public.” He lowers his head again. “But, after what you have witnessed, seeing what my mother went through for her country, I doubt the idea of being my queen is very appealing.”

I push his chin up, so he has to look into my very serious eyes. “You and I are different. We have a closeness that your mother and father never had. Although, tonight, you doubted me.”

“Are you angry with me?”

“Lorenzo, we’re special because of our trust. Lack of trust in your father is why your mother turned to another man.”

“You didn’t answer my question,” he says. 

“I was more hurt than angry. I suspect that our relationship will be tested further in the upcoming days. Whether your vision manifests depends on that trust.”

“What about our love?” he asks.

“It’d be ruined in a heartbeat if we didn’t have trust.”

“That sounds cold,” he says. 

“Reality is that way, unfortunately,” I reply. “So, what steps are you taking as far as the planned coup goes? Were there other men the general involved that you will be arresting?”

“Actually, no. He was planning to use a very old Montrovian law to order his troops to fulfill the task. He would have accused the royal family of treason to the people, the sentence of which is a swift death. One that he planned to carry out himself.”

“Wow. Time to strike that law from the books, huh?”

“Yes, I believe it is.” He stands up and holds out his hand to help me up. “Before you leave for the evening, I’d like to view this beautiful dress a little more closely in my chamber.”

“I suspect all you want to know is where the zipper is.”

He grins. “True.”

“I have to go, Lorenzo. I’ve already stayed away far too long. Is the ball still going on?”

He glances at his watch. “It’s nearly eleven. People will definitely still be dancing, and the fireworks will start within the half hour.”

“I’ll go out first and let Lizzie know that your mother suddenly took ill. I also need to dance with Daniel.”

“Sounds like fun,” he says sarcastically. 

“I would think, after discovering the traitor in the upper ranks of your military and stopping a coup, you, above anyone, would have a lot to celebrate tonight,” I reply with a snippy tone because we still have a heck of a lot more to worry about than my dress.




MISSION:DAY EIGHT




Her Royal Highness, Queen Emilia Gracia “Grace” Vallenta of Montrovia is up early after a fitful sleep. She’s still worried that, somehow, word of her betrayal to the country of Montrovia will leak out. She should have known that the general’s drunken thoughts were not just rants, and in the back of her mind, she probably did know. He was power-hungry. He was filled with hatred and wanted revenge on her husband for stealing her away all those years ago. 

She should have confessed to Gio and begged him for forgiveness. If there were a man who would have forgiven her, it would have been him. She should have warned Gio of the general’s treachery. Of course, in retrospect, everything is always clearer. 

But, as she was going through it, she never imagined the general would actually take it that far.

She shudders at the thought and dares to reach for the morning paper that has been taunting her by lying on the silver tray from which it was brought in on. 

She takes a deep breath and reads today’s headline. 

Lorenzo and Huntley dance at wedding. Lizzie left home.

She can’t help but let out a chuckle. For once, she’s grateful to see Huntley Von Allister on the cover. She studies the photo of her son dancing more closely, finally seeing what she has refused to see—the love shining in his eyes. 

She has to give the girl credit. Huntley’s intelligent, not afraid to speak her mind, and quite beautiful. And, even though he’s engaged to another woman and she to another man, she’s fiercely trying to protect her son. She has the makings of a strong Montrovian queen. The kind of queen Grace should have been. 

Just below the photo of the couple dancing is another headline.

Leader of Montrovian Army found dead of self-inflicted gunshot wound.

Police say that, after an interview with his spouse, they believe that alcoholism and marital strife played a role in General Alberto Agueda, head of the Montrovia Army, taking his own life. The general, a close friend of the late King Giovanni, will be cremated and his life celebrated in the coming days. Details to follow.

The queen lowers her head and allows herself to cry over him for the last time, but this time, they are tears of immense relief.
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I pick the morning paper off my breakfast tray and scan the headlines, finding a brief story about the death of the general. I’m about to call Intrepid to find out the real story when there’s a knock at my door. 

I open it to find him standing there. 

“I was just about to call you.”

He walks in the room and glances at the paper lying on the table. “It’s all true,” he says. 

“Did he really kill himself, or was it more of an assisted suicide?”

“When faced with charges of treason, he confessed all, then pulled a gun from his desk and shot himself. We told Lorenzo the truth about that. But I’m here because we might have not relayed everything.”

“What did you leave out?”

“The coup was set to take place in just four days’ time,” he states.

I close my eyes and take a deep, calming breath. “At least we sort of have a timeline.”

“You were right,” he says. “It’s going to start during the Olympics.” 

“Which doesn’t help much at this point. You and Gabriel are the top-secret spies. What are we supposed to do? You don’t even look stressed.”

“Four days is a lifetime in spy time,” he says with a chuckle, picking a piece of avocado toast off my breakfast tray and taking a bite. 

“Have you eaten yet?”

“No. Haven’t slept yet either. We went back out to the house in the countryside last night. Met with the team. They are monitoring every bit of communication for the men we know to be in The Echelon. Of course, it doesn’t help that McClellan went over a cliff.”

“He said nearly the same thing that Dupree had said before he killed himself. Oh, and I meant to tell you, I know who the other men in The Echelon are.”

“When did you figure that out?”

“At the wedding. Malcolm Prescott and Aleksandr Nikolaevich are both trustees in The Society. I asked if there was a group above them. He doesn’t know about The Echelon, but he did tell me there is a leader of the trustees. This leader is not elected by the group. He is nominated by the former head trustee and approved by the trustees. They have never not approved one since he has been involved. And guess who some of the former ones were.”

“Harrison McClellan?”

“Yes.”

“Former President Hillford?”

“As well as Alessandro Vallenta and my father. We know that, when my father was given his ring, the group also included Rutherford Elingston and Maximillian Olivier. But there were two rings unaccounted for. I was worried that they might have been given to Malcolm and Aleksandr, but they weren’t. The current head trustee is Zayn Kipling, and he will be replaced with Sergey Olander.”

“Expert power players.” Intrepid whistles. “Banking, the financial markets, food and bio-tech, shipping, United States politics, the internet, and quantum technology.”

“I think that’s the key to figuring out what will happen. It’s like a doomsday scenario—” I stop speaking, my mind immediately focusing on the person who started all this with a simple doomsday scenario. I study Intrepid. He’s been there for me at every turn. Sure, his allegiance is to his country, but this isn’t about trusting my gut anymore. It’s about trusting my heart even if it leads to my downfall.

I grab his hand. “There’s someone I need you to meet.”

When we get to the vault in the basement, he stops. “You keeping someone in there who I don’t know about?”

“Sort of,” I say.

I enter the code to open the door, and we find Ares sitting at a computer, wearing his uncle Sam disguise.

“I already know him,” Intrepid says to me and then reaches out to shake Sam’s hand. “It’s been a long time,” he says.

“He needs to know,” I say. “We’re running out of time. You can trust him. I promise.”

“You were taught to trust no one,” Uncle Sam counters.

“Yeah, well, it didn’t stick. Please.”

Uncle Sam shakes his head. 

I turn to Intrepid. “Is your real name William Gallagher?” 

“No,” he says. 

“What is it?” When he doesn’t respond, tears fill my eyes. “You know everything about me. I’ve confided in you. You’ve seen me in my darkest moments. Is that not enough? Should I really never trust anyone?”

He stares at me for a long while before speaking, “My real name is Nathaniel Gage Williamson. Although you won’t find his name on any memorial, my father was killed at the Pentagon in 2001 during the 9/11 terror attacks. I was twenty and serving my country as part of its Elite Forces. In 2005, I was recruited to join the newly created Special Reconnaissance Regiment, or SRR, which gathers intelligence in the war on terrorism. Not long after that, I was killed in duty, given my new name, and started working for the Secret Intelligence Service, commonly known as MI6.”

I glare at my father, who nods at me and takes off the Uncle Sam costume. 

“Bloody hell. Ares Von Allister,” Intrepid says happily. “I had my suspicions that you were alive, but I feared you were playing for the other team.” Intrepid shakes his hand and then turns to me. “Guess you didn’t tell me everything.”

“It’s the tears,” Ares says. “She’s good, isn’t she?”

Intrepid just laughs. 

“Stop it, both of you. Dad—”

“Oh boy, she’s pulling out the dad card,” Intrepid says. 

I take a calming breath. “Ares, you need to use that brilliant brain of yours, and Gallagher and you need to think deviously. Together, you must figure out what the plan is now that we know all The Echelon members. I believe Hillford was an evil man, and I would suspect that many of the rings did not pass down the way they should have. I would be willing to bet some were assassinated in order to fill the group with those he needed to use to make it all happen. Why was each man chosen? What did he add to the specific plan? And how the heck are they going to poison the grain here?”

“You know the other two members?” Ares asks incredulously. “How?”

I fill him in on what happened at the wedding. How Royston wore his ring, my conversation with Aleksandr, and how McClellan met his demise.

My phone buzzes with a text.




Daniel: Are you here yet?




“Merde. I have to go. Daniel’s first heat race starts soon.”

I rush out of the vault and to the garage, choosing the gold Lamborghini Aventador to drive with the hope that it will be flashy enough that people won’t mind when I pass them.

Today is the first day of the Olympic Games, and traffic is bad, but I manage to make it to the aquatic amphitheater in time to see Daniel before his race. 

When I do, he’s talking to a teen girl wearing an adorable knitted cap with a big pink flower and a smile so wide that, at first glance, you don’t notice her pale skin, bruised arms, or lack of hair. 

“Huntley,” Daniel says. “Come meet Bella Smith and her mother, Belinda.”

I shake hands with them both and tell them it’s great to meet them. 

“Bella here,” Daniel explains, “is at the Olympics as part of the Dream Wish program. Can you believe she wished to meet me and watch me swim? She got to shadow the team during one of our practices earlier this week, and we’ve become besties.” 

“Actually, I can believe she wished to meet you. You are pretty amazing in the pool.” I lean over and whisper to Bella, “And he looks pretty good out of it.”

She lets out a giggle. 

“Where are you sitting?” I ask. 

“They are right next to you,” Daniel says and then points to a little patch sewn on the sleeve of his warm-up jacket. “These are Bella’s best friend’s initials. She didn’t survive cancer, but Bella is going to. And I’ll be setting an Olympic record tonight in her honor.”

“That’s wonderful motivation.” I turn to Bella and her mother. “Where are you from?”

“Well, from the Midwest,” Belinda says, “but we’ve been doing Bella’s treatments at a children’s cancer facility in Philadelphia.”

“I just finished my last round of chemo,” Bella says brightly. “I’m officially in remission. Just got the word today. All my scans came back clean, which means I’ll be starting my senior year of high school this fall and hopefully be strong enough by then to make the swim team. I was a competitive swimmer before all the cancer stuff started.”

“You must be so excited to have your life back,” Daniel says. “There’s something about being in the water that not everyone understands.” He glances at his watch. “I’ve got to get back there and stretch. I take it, you ladies can fend for yourselves?”

“Of course we can,” Bella says, taking my hand and practically skipping to our seats. 

As we sit down, she starts jabbering away. She’s so happy and bubbly, and even though she’s only a few years younger than I am, she seems so much younger. But the longer we chat, the more I hear the maturity in her voice. Like me, she’s been through a lot. She’s a survivor. 

By the time Daniel takes his place on the platform, we’ve become BFFs, and she’s talked me into taking her and her mother on a tour of the Montrovian castle, meeting King Lorenzo, and visiting me in DC over her Thanksgiving break. 

Her bright-eyed view of the future is catching, and I’m feeling more hopeful than I have in days. 

She cheers loudly for Daniel. 

And she needs to. 

The race is way too close for my liking, but, thankfully, Daniel ends up getting into the finals that will take place later today.




“You barely won,” I say to Daniel when he joins me back at the villa between races. “Is the competition that much better here?”

“It’s called strategy, Huntley. No reason to win big until the final.”

“You’re a pool shark,” I tease.

“Yep. I’m a shark in the pool.” He laughs. “The goal for this morning’s heat was simply to make the final and get a choice lane.”

“Are some lanes better than others?” I wonder.

“From a swimming standpoint, no. I’ve won a gold medal in lane eight, which is supposed to be harder due to waves pushing off the pool’s edge. Really, being in the middle lane makes it easier to see where your competition is. All that really matters is, I made the cut. I can set a record in any lane.”

“You sound very confident. It’s quite sexy.”

He musses my hair. “I like when you flirt with me. It’s good for my ego.”

“You have an off-the-charts ego,” I say, rolling my eyes.

He gives me a wink. “I still like it.”

“When you get in the stadium, you ought to feel like your Grinch heart grows three sizes! People from every country are cheering for you.”

“They like to root for a winner.”

“And not only are you going to bring home the gold, but you’re also going to set new Olympic and world records tonight.”

He kisses the side of my face. “Keep thinking that,” he says, touching his neck. “My throat is feeling a little scratchy. I cannot afford to get sick. I got a B12 shot after the race, but do you have any lozenges?”

I pick up the phone and call down to the staff, who promptly delivers some to my room.

“Thanks,” he says, lying down on my bed. “I’m gonna take a quick nap.”

And then he’s out. 




I decide it’s time to confront Royston about the ring he was wearing at the wedding. I ask Ellis for his whereabouts and find him on the main terrace. He’s standing at the railing, looking out at the harbor and the ocean beyond, lost in thought. 

I’m right next to him before he becomes aware of my presence. 

“Hey,” I say, trying to sound casual. “That ring you had on at the wedding, the green one, can I see it?”

“Have you seen one like it before?” he inquires. He tries to make it sound like a simple curiosity-type question, but there’s a slight desperation in his tone. 

I squint my eyes at him. “Like, specifically? No,” I lie, “but it looked vintage, and I’m obsessed with a vintage emerald ring that this fashion blogger I follow has. She says she got hers at a flea market, yet it’s supposedly this real emerald, and I don’t buy it.”

“But you want to?”

I chuckle. “Exactly. I wondered if there’s some secret vintage emerald boutique out there. And trust me; I’ve Googled it.”

“Let me go get the ring, and I’ll show it to you.” 

“Really? I’d love that!” I clap.

He returns a few moments later with The Echelon ring.

“Wow, this looks really old. And it’s interesting that the designer would cover up a stone of such magnitude.” 

Royston closely studies me. 

I tilt my head. “This design though—the cross with the broken circles—it looks very familiar.”

“Did you happen to see a ring like this in Ares’s belongings?” he asks, breathlessly awaiting my answer.

“No, but”—I snap my fingers—“I know where it was. Not long ago, I went on a castle tour here in Montrovia. A symbol like that was on a box that supposedly held Lorenzo the Magnificent’s nautical compass. We talked about the design in detail with the guide, and she said he took his Medici family crest and mixed it up to create his own.”

“I’d like to see that box,” Royston says. “Do you think tours are going on during the Olympics?”

“There are. After those men came into the castle with machine guns a few months ago, I’ve wanted Lorenzo to stop them. But, with the Olympics in town, it’s the next hottest ticket. He said they have been sold out for months.”

“You are friends with the king,” he says with a grin.

“Let me call him.” I pull Lorenzo’s number up on my phone. 

“Hey,” I say when he answers. “So, long story, but Royston Bessemer has this cool vintage ring that I admired at Ari’s wedding. I got to look at it closely today, and I think the design on the top of it matches the scrolling on a box I saw on the palace tour. With the Olympics in town, all the tours are sold out, so we were wondering if we might be able to talk you into allowing us to sneak in the tour.”

“I shall arrange a private tour for you,” Lorenzo replies as I hoped he would. “When would you like to come?”

“Now,” I tell him. 

“May I join you?”

“Um …”

“I’ll have our most tenured guide waiting for you when you arrive.”

“Thank you!” I say, ending the call. “Let’s go, Royston.”




We get to the castle and, thankfully, get the same guide Ari and I had. I introduce her to Royston and ask her specifically about the box in the Velvet Room, which she leads us directly to. 

“I can’t recall what all you told us about it, but I remember it being about how some thought it was a symbol of a secret society, and others just believed it to be his personal crest.”

She holds the box in her hands. “That’s correct. Legend has it that Lorenzo the Magnificent created a secret society. Lorenzo was a master statesman. Who his heirs wed was very strategic. If you married off your children to countries who might attempt to overtake you, it would lower the risk. Same goes for his supposed secret society. If you gathered a group of like-minded men in places of power, you could effectively control the world—or so Lorenzo thought.”

I trace my fingers across the gold design. 

“And this was thought to be their symbol?” Royston asks.

“Depends on who you ask,” the guide says with a grin. “While some believe the group survives even today, historians and symbolists suggest that this was simply Lorenzo’s personal signet.”

“And how does it relate to his family?” Royston asks.

“It’s believed that he took the five balls from the Medici crest and split them, symbolizing slashing his familial ties. Over them, he placed bands in the form of a cross, either referring to his religion or it could symbolize the defeat of the cyclical nature of the universe. In today’s world, we’d say Lorenzo dreamed big,” she says with a chuckle. “Throughout the world’s history, all great empires eventually fall. Some scholars believe that Lorenzo hoped to defeat that cycle in order to maintain a long-standing, peaceful society. Others suggest that the cross is the simple pagan sun cross, which represents the four directions, an early compass of sorts, tying into his love of the sea.”

“The same symbol is on Lorenzo the Magnificent’s tomb,” I mention. 

“In all its glory,” the guide says, “which is why so many scholars believe there is no secret society. If there were, he wouldn’t have been so blatant in his use of the crest.”

“Makes sense,” Royston says and then thanks the woman for her time. 

But, the second we leave the castle, he says, “I want to go see the tomb. Is it nearby?”

“Yes, he’s buried in the National Cathedral on the Plaza de Vallenta.”




The streets of Montrovia are crowded, and it takes us nearly twenty minutes to make the two-mile drive. Royston is very quiet during the ride, and I am not quite sure what to say. 

Ultimately, I decide to leave him with his thoughts—at least until after our brief history lesson is over. 

We get dropped off at the busy plaza. Lots of tourists are milling about, most sporting clothing featuring their country’s flag. It’s really pretty amazing, all the nationalities represented in one small space. 

Royston is staring up at the outside of the cathedral. 

“It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I’m told, since it was built, most of the royal weddings in history have taken place here because it is much larger than the church on the palace grounds.” I wrap my arm through his, so we can stay close, and I lead him inside. “I know you want to see the crest, but you have to stop for a moment and appreciate the view of its massive interior with its multiple naves, domed ceilings supported by marble columns, and unique navy-and-white stripes. And, if that doesn’t impress you, take a look at the floor covered in mosaic designs that tell stories similar to those typically found on stained glass.”

“I’m going to have to bring my wife back here,” he says. “She drags me to churches everywhere we travel to, and she will be awed by this.”

I point to the front right corner of the church, where only a few tourists are gathered. “That nave is called Magnifico.”

“For Lorenzo the Magnificent?” he asks.

“Yes.” I lead him toward the ornately carved memorial. “Seek and ye shall find.”

“What does that mean?” he asks, but then he sees it. 

“Only those who know to look for it will find it,” I answer. 

“I probably wouldn’t have noticed it otherwise,” Royston says in awe. “The symbol is hidden in the tree branches.”

“What do you notice about the rest of the memorial?” I ask as we move in closer.

“It’s very nature-oriented,” he says, “with all the trees and animals set on the rolling hills. Is it supposed to be Montrovia?”

“Some scholars say it represents heaven, but it’s really a place from Greek history. During the Renaissance, the idea of an idyllic society was taking root. And it was depicted in many art forms during the time period. It’s Arcadia,” I say, following it up with, “Have you ever heard of it?”

He tightly grabs my arm and leads me to a pew in the back of the church. “How do you know about all of this?”

“I never got to meet my father,” I tell him. “But I’ve been trying to learn as much about him as I can. One of his prized possessions was a book written by Lorenzo the Magnificent. He was very intrigued by Lorenzo’s ideas on creating the perfect society. On creating Arcadia. 

“Recently, my brother and I traveled to Florence to see the tomb of Lorenzo’s brother, Giuliano de Medici. Lorenzo was given this land and named the Duke of Vallenta while his brother ruled Florence. It’s believed that the brothers created an underground society, bringing those with power together for the greater good of their world.” I put my head down and pretend to confess. “There’s something I know that I’m not really supposed to.”

“What’s that?” he asks, his eyes brightening.

“I know about the group called The Society.”

“Your father had a ring like mine,” Royston blurts out.

“He did?” I fake surprise. “Why?”

“Why isn’t really important right now. I fear I’ve already said too much, but I can tell you that your father’s ring was supposed to pass to his firstborn son upon his death. Did he receive it?”

“No. And Ari would have told me. He told me about his first Society meeting and what went on. I love him, but if I ever had a deep dark secret, I wouldn’t tell him. He’s honest to a fault—wait,” I say, pretending to have just put it all together. “History, if you believe the rumors, speaks of two groups formed by Lorenzo the Magnificent. One a group of ten, like a Knights of the Round Table, and another larger network of spies. My understanding is that this network of spies is what is now The Society. Is this ring, with Lorenzo’s personal crest, proof that the smaller group still exists?”

“What about you?” Royston says, his face turning grave. “Are you like your brother as far as secrets are concerned?”

“Not at all. I feel like a secret is a bond between two people. I’ve always loved history, but since learning I was Ares Von Allister’s daughter, I’ve grown to love it even more. I feel like it’s a bond between us. Something that, even though I never got to meet him, no one could take away. 

“I went through everything I could find in his office, at his home in DC, and even in Iraq. He was obsessed with Arcadia. It’s painted on the dome of each Sphere, both the TerraSphere in Iraq and the CitySphere here, which houses the athletes. Since I discovered that, I’ve become a little obsessed, too. I even dragged my brother to Florence to the Basilica di San Lorenzo. The guide there was amazing.” I stop and smile at him. 

“I even sort of lied to him and told him I was working on my doctorate and studying the first Lorenzo, and he told me about the rumors of the secret society. He said it existed and even took me to a part of the church that was off-limits. You should have seen the place. Even the sconces leading down the tunnel to the room had this same scrolling crest. And there was a worn round wooden table with ten chairs. That means, there would also be ten rings. Who else has them?”

“I can’t tell you that,” he says. 

“You received it recently then?”

“Yes. After the Von Allister Industries’ board meeting. They mentioned your father and a plan”—his face goes white—“as well as the attack in Iraq. They didn’t know it was you. Had you been killed, the man who ordered it would have been killed by the group.”

“Why?”

“Because of your last name. What happened at the Sphere that caused them to want you dead?”

“I had a code that overrides the system, and we used it to gain access to all the research labs and tour them. Malcolm Prescott told me that it might have been a case of suspected corporate espionage.”

“I fear that Montrovia is in danger,” he finally says.

“Montrovia was definitely in danger. As was their king,” I say, trying to figure out what he knows and hoping to catch him here. “Although you will never hear this from anyone else, for obvious reasons, but the general who died last night was planning a coup.”

“Did he control half of the forces?” Royston asks.

“Yes. The entire Montrovian Army.”

Royston lets out a huge sigh of relief. “Oh, thank goodness. That means Montrovia is safe now. We can relax and enjoy the Olympics.”

Even though I believe him, I’m not sure his assessment is correct, which tells me he doesn’t know everything.
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Journalists are all around me as I enter the aquatics facility for the final. When I take my seat in the bleachers, Bella and her mom are already seated with American flags in hand. 

I warmly greet them and then sit down. I text Lizzie, who I know was planning to watch the race from the Royal Box.




Me: The press is relentless outside. I mentioned how the four of us are very good friends, and they asked if you would be in my wedding to Daniel. I said most definitely. So … will you be my bridesmaid?




Lizzie: I’d be honored. He’s going to win tonight, isn’t he?




Me: He’s the happiest I’ve ever seen him. Of course he will.




Lizzie: Come sit with me. I’m bored up here by myself. 




Me: Why don’t you come sit down here at the finish line with me? I have two seats, and my brother went to some equestrian event. Daniel would love having us both at the finish line when he sets the record.




Lizzie: You’ve been a good friend to him. 




Me: Misery loves company. Plus, you can meet Bella, who is here for her Dream Wish, and she not only wished to come to the Olympics and meet Daniel, but she also just found out her cancer is in remission. She would love to meet you. But you have to hurry. The race is about to start!




Lizzie quickly joins us, giving me a hug before sitting down. I hear the clicking of cameras and realize this is probably a strategic move from that side of things, too. 

“You look positively radiant today,” I tell her.

“I’m happy. Crazy, stupid, happy,” she whispers. “And keeping things under wraps has made me feel slightly rebellious to the crown.” 

I quickly introduce her to Bella and her mother. Bella asks her a million questions about her upcoming wedding to King Lorenzo and then stops talking the moment Daniel steps out onto the swimming platform.

The swimmers are told to take their marks, and very quickly, the race begins. 

Bella jumps up and down and cheers, all the while spouting out stats and giving us a running commentary of how the race is going. 

The stadium is going crazy, the noise deafening, as the crowd watches the clocks on the big screen above us—one showing Daniel’s last world record pace time against his current, faster pace. 

“He’s going to do it,” Bella yells, grabbing my hand and tightly squeezing it. “He’s really going to do it!”

As Daniel makes the turn going into his last lap and swimming toward us, the energy in the arena goes through the roof, everyone realizing we are about to witness history. 

Not only could Daniel set both new world and Olympic records, but this could also be the first of eight more possible gold medal runs. The announcers have mentioned numerous times how, at the last Olympics, then-seventeen-year-old Daniel won eight gold medals. If he wins another eight at this Olympics at just twenty-one, he will become one of the most decorated Olympic athletes in history. 

Lizzie grabs my other hand, and the three of us are screaming as Daniel slaps the wall with a record-setting time.

The stadium erupts with cheers.

Daniel jumps up out of the pool, throws his arm up in victory, and beelines toward us. He grabs Lizzie and kisses her on the lips. 

“Me, too,” I whisper in his ear, so he grabs me and gives me a similar kiss. “And the rest of the front row,” I say.

He’s so pumped up; he does as I said, going down the row, kissing Bella and her mother as well as every man and woman seated next to us before rushing over to receive congratulations from his coach and teammates.

“I don’t even care what the press has to say about him kissing me,” Lizzie whispers to me.

“He kissed me and everyone else, thankfully,” I whisper back.

“Because you told him to. You’re savvier with the press than you give yourself credit for.”

I turn and look at Bella, who is standing still, her hand covering her lips where Daniel kissed her. She’s looking up at the Olympic scoreboard in awe, and tears are streaming down her face.

“Are you okay?” I ask her, wrapping my arm around her neck. 

“I’m so incredibly happy. I thought—well, I thought seeing this was my dying wish. Instead, it’s the start of my life after cancer. The funny thing is, I’d come to terms with dying. Even the doctors were shocked when my scan came back clean. Part of me thinks maybe they were just telling me that, so I’d enjoy my time here, but I know they’d never do that to my mom. She’s been through a lot with me being sick. Had to take off so many days that she got fired from her job. Fortunately, my school started a fundraiser that has been helping us get by. But Mom never cared when money was tight, and the medical bills were piling up. She told me that my getting better was all that mattered.”

“What are your plans for the rest of the day?” I ask her. 

“After the medal ceremony, we’ll watch a few diving events before going back to the hotel. I don’t want to get run down.”

“I’ll see you back here tomorrow then,” I tell her, giving her a hug and knowing the second I get home that I’m going to make a donation to her fundraiser—the kind where her mother will never have to worry about money again. 

We all watch with pride as Daniel takes his place at the top of the podium and is awarded the gold medal. Our country’s anthem plays, and the American flag is slowly hoisted to the roof. 

Daniel seems to go through an array of emotions. He’s very solemn as the medal is draped over his neck. When the anthem starts playing and he sings along, there’s a sense of pride, and as the song becomes more intense, tears seem to well up in his gorgeous blue eyes. But, when the crowd all sings the last line of the anthem together, a dazzling smile engulfs his face, causing both of his dimples to pop out. 

And that’s when tears start leaking onto my own cheeks. I feel so blessed to be here. To share a small part of his journey with him. And, most of all, to be his friend. 

I never had friends, growing up. I made friends easily, but we never stayed in one place very long, so they were short-lived. Because I knew that from the start, I never allowed myself to become attached emotionally. I simply enjoyed the fun of our time together and knew they would never be anything more than a fond memory.

But, as I stand here, tears of pride streaming down my face, I know that has all changed. Even though I was taught not to, I’ve allowed people into my heart since I left Blackwood Academy. People who have become important in my life. People who I love in different ways. People I’d do anything to protect. 

I know that love has been driving me. But should it be? 

The old Roman woman’s words echo in my brain. “Your heart is your most dangerous weapon as well as your greatest weakness. Wield it wisely.”

Her words have haunted me since—especially the fact that she prefaced it by saying she sees things others do not. And I wonder if she saw something in my future. Some way I will screw up my mission by following my heart. 




Lorenzo and Lizzie come to the villa later in the evening, and we have a wonderful celebratory dinner with Daniel and his family, Royston and his wife, as well as Allie and Ari. 

As the last bite of dessert is scraped out of the bowl, Daniel thanks everyone for coming but reminds them of his early start tomorrow and his need for sleep. He says he’s staying here tonight, mentioning the heavy traffic out to the Olympic Village.

“Let’s go upstairs,” I tell him and then wish everyone a good night. 

“Would it be all right if Lorenzo and I stayed as well?” Lizzie inquires. “The palace is surrounded by reporters, and this has been such a wonderful reprieve.”

“Of course. We have extra rooms. If you’d like, you can follow me up.”

“Yes, that would be wonderful,” Lorenzo agrees. “It’s been a long day.”

“Kids these days, so responsible.” President Spear chuckles as we head toward the stairs.

But Royston’s wife giggles as we’re making our way to the top. “I remember the good old days when you couldn’t wait to get me into bed.”

As soon as we are in the hall where no one can see us, Daniel lets go of my hand and grabs Lizzie, leading her into what’s sort of become his bedroom. The one right across the hall from mine. 

“Night,” they say.

Lorenzo grins at me and then opens the door to my room. 

“I’m not really tired,” he says as he shuts the door behind us.

“Me either,” I say. “But it is going to feel good to lie down.”

He sweeps me up off my feet and carries me through my suite to the bedroom, gently setting me on the bed and removing my shoes.

He then wraps his arm around me and pulls me to his chest. 

“We survived the first day of the Olympics,” I say. “Nothing bad happened.”

“That’s exactly what I was thinking. One down, fourteen more to go. Maybe, since the general is dead, it foiled the whole plan,” he says hopefully.

A nice thought, I think. One that echoes what Royston said today. And, although I believe it to be inaccurate, I don’t want to ruin a nice evening with negativity, so I nod in agreement and press my lips against his.

Because who knows how much time we have left.




MISSION:DAY NINE




Daniel wakes up the next morning with a sore throat, still feeling like he might be coming down with a cold. He shakes his head, willing his body to fight it. He can’t get sick now. Too much is at stake.

But, as he rolls over and looks at Lizzie lying next to him, he realizes that, while he strives to become the most highly decorated Olympic athlete in history, he only truly desires her. He remembers the video game—gold surrounding him—and all he could think about was her. 

He pushes her hair off her face, revealing a delicate jaw and high cheekbones. He knows he’d give it all up for her but is thrilled that she would never ask it of him. She’s as excited about his victories as he is. 

But then Huntley’s face flashes in front of him as he remembers swimming toward her for a new world record in Omaha. He never thought it possible to love two women at the same time. His love for Lizzie is different, of course. He desires her greatly. He wants to spend his life with her. But there’s just something about Huntley Von Allister. 

They share a bond that is equally important. For he knows all too well that love can be fickle. 

Friendships like theirs, however, last forever. 

And he hopes Huntley will be in his life for however long he has left in this world.
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Lorenzo is up early as well, having left Huntley’s villa long before the sun rose. He’s in his study, going over the day’s packed schedule when Admiral Lamonte, dressed in full military uniform, marches into the room, followed closely by Juan and Montrovia’s secretary of health and human services. 

“Your Highness, we have a potential situation,” the secretary says. “Doctors in both the Olympic Village and our local hospitals are reporting patients becoming ill with what appears to be the same virus. There are a total of one hundred and four cases currently, sixty-seven of which are athletes. Doctors weren’t too concerned at first. Most patients were reporting typical flu-like symptoms—a sore throat, fatigue, and low-grade fever, but some have since developed a strange and similar lacy rash.”

“What are they ill with?”

“That’s just it, sir. They haven’t been able to identify the virus. And we’ve had our first casualty.”

“Are you telling me that someone died from a sore throat?”

“Yes, an athlete from Latvia. Our doctors are nervous. They’ve quietly called in our center for infectious diseases to run tests. We should know more of what we are facing within the next twenty-four hours.”

The phone on his desk rings. “May I?”

“Of course,” the secretary says.

Lorenzo answers, and as he listens to the call, his face goes pale. He hangs up and says, “Three more have died. Two completely healthy athletes—one from Romania, another from Jamaica. The other is a spectator from the Ukraine, and in the last two hours, there have been over two hundred more cases reported. What should we do?”

Admiral Lamonte speaks up, “Protocol says we need to report this to the World Health Committee.”

“Yes,” the secretary agrees. “We could be looking at a new strain of influenza. The concerning thing is, when there is a flu outbreak, we typically see it affect the weak—the elderly, the very young, or those with compromised immune systems. This seems to be affecting the very healthy. Very quickly. We were trying to keep a lid on it until we could identify the strain, but with these deaths, word will leak out. We won’t be able to contain it.”

“Could they have been poisoned?” Lorenzo asks, wondering if what Huntley predicted is coming true. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t have any answers for you yet. But know we are working on it.”

“Thank you for your report and for following protocol,” Lorenzo says, dismissing the men.

Lorenzo tells Juan to wake his staff and have them report to the castle immediately. 

Then, he picks up the phone and calls Huntley.
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The sound of my phone vibrating on the nightstand wakes me. 

Sort of.

I groggily reach over for it and squint my eyes, trying to see who is calling at this early hour.

I can’t make out the words, so I answer it, closing my eyes against the light. “Hello?”

“I think it’s starting,” Lorenzo says cryptically.

“Okay,” I mutter before going back to sleep, but then my brain seems to process two things simultaneously—that I’m not dreaming and that the worst has happened.

My eyes shoot open, and I’m wide awake as adrenaline floods my system.

I grab the phone, checking to see if it was a bad dream or if I actually received a call.

I did.

When I call Lorenzo back, it goes straight to voice mail. I throw on a robe and quietly race down to the basement of the villa, entering the secret area. 

Ares is awake. “It’s starting,” he says.

“How do you know?” I ask.

He points a remote at the television, turning up the volume. A local reporter is outside a hospital, telling about a virus with a strange rash and one casualty—an Olympic athlete. 

“So, they did it? They managed to poison the food, and people are getting sick?”

“I’m not sure,” Ares says, rolling in his chair back to his computer desk. “I’ve hacked into the hospital network, and I have been reading through case reports. They haven’t discovered a common thread yet, but it’s early. What the reporter doesn’t know is that three more have passed this morning.”

“What are we going to do to stop it?” I say in a panic.

Ares shakes his head. “I honestly don’t know. This isn’t my area of expertise. But we’ll be looking at it from a different perspective than the doctors will.”

“Because we know the virus’s end game?”

“Yes,” he confirms. “We know it is meant to be a pandemic event.”

“One that is supposed to wipe out a large portion of the world’s population,” I say, shaking my head. “It’s hard to comprehend. Have Society members been notified yet?”

“Good catch,” he says proudly. “And, no. Honestly, that’s sort of what I’m waiting for. The Society members will survive, and we desperately need to know how.”

“They will take to their vaults, right? Ride it out? Although I find it hard to believe five million people have vaults like yours.”

“They probably don’t, but most will at least have a safe room filled with supplies.” He pauses for a moment. “There are Society members here at the Olympics. They must have a way to protect them.”

“Like a special antibiotic or something?” 

“That’s what I’m thinking,” he says.

“But how would they get it to everyone? How many members are there again?”

“About five million worldwide, but they do an exercise when you first join. They call it the hundred.” 

“The hundred?” 

“Yes, it’s something typically done in relationship to sales. Say you decide to sell insurance or nutritional supplements through a multilevel marketing company, one of the keys to success is you writing down your first one hundred prospects. These lists tend to start with family and move to close friends. The Society’s list is a little different. You write down the one hundred people most important to you.”

“As in the hundred you’d want to survive something like this?” I ask incredulously.

He closes his eyes and nods. “It’s a list that is updated yearly, when you pay your dues. It includes names and addresses. And, if you do the math, five million worldwide members—”

“Times one hundred …”

“Is five hundred million.”

“The amount listed on the Georgia Guidestones,” I say in awe. 

“When I first joined The Echelon, there were only five hundred thousand in The Society. Hillford wanted there to be five million. It was a lofty goal, but he met it before I left the group. And, now, I understand the reasoning behind that number. I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.”

“How can you not know what they planned?” I ask, feeling frustrated. “You designed the idea.”

He stands up, pushing his chair back in anger. “I designed a perfect world. I never considered killing people to do so.”

I swallow hard. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to suggest that.”

“But I should’ve stayed,” he says with a sigh. “If I had, I would have been able to learn their plan. A grave miscalculation on my part.”

“What if you contacted one of the members now? Told them you faked your death, say you want your ring back.”

“They’d kill me. Immediately. You don’t leave The Echelon. In fact, I was shocked when Hillford let me.”

“But I could protect you,” I argue. “What if I just go kill them?”

He slowly sits back in his chair, regaining his composure. “I never should have involved you and your brother in this.”

“Ari is talented, but my training was much more intense than his. I’m going to figure it out. And I’m going to stop it. Somehow,” I say.

“I don’t know how,” he says, looking defeated. “You were trained to fight, to kill—”

“The dean used to tell me—”

“Your grandfather used to tell you,” he corrects. 

“He used to tell me being a firestorm wasn’t my only great asset.”

Ares squints his eyes at me. “What did he say was?”

“My mind. My ability to solve complex problems. To quickly process scenarios and determine the correct response. He said it was something I did intuitively yet creatively. He said it was something rare. Something hardwired in my DNA.” I grin. “And, from what I’ve heard, it runs in the family.”

Ares shakes his head. “Your mother used to tease me, saying that, for someone so creative, I was predictable. She was brilliant at seeing outcomes and analyzing them. I suspect it was something she learned from a young age, something she had to do to survive in her household.”

“Yet she almost didn’t,” I say.

“I am responsible for her death. And I live with that every single day of my life.”

“And here, all this time, I thought I was the one responsible for her death. That I was the one who should have saved her,” I say seriously.

He places his hand on the desk and takes the kind of breath that seems to fortify him. “My old man says I need to let the guilt go.”

“We both do,” I say. “But, before that, we must finish the mission you sent her on. If we can do that, if we stop this, then we can let it all go.”

He stands up and gives me a fatherly hug, although I’m not sure if it’s for his benefit or mine. “You can’t just go kill them,” he says. “Otherwise, I would have done that a long time ago. Besides, we desperately need to know what they know. But, once they tell The Society how to survive, all bets are off.”

“I can go kill them then?” I ask.

“Absolutely,” he says. 




I leave the vault, go up to Daniel’s room, and gently knock on his door. He immediately opens it, fully dressed and ready to go. 

“Have you seen the news this morning?” I ask him.

“No. Why?”

“There’s been an outbreak of some sort of flu. Three Olympic athletes have died from it.”

“What? When?”

“It’s just happened in the last twenty-four hours. I need to talk to your father about it. And I don’t think you should compete today. You and Lizzie should stay here.”

“I have to compete. It’s the Olympics! I’ve been training for four years! My whole life really.”

“Is it worth dying for?” I ask. 

“I’m healthy. I’m not going to get sick,” he says, stubbornly ignoring the fact that he might already be. 

“The athletes who died were also healthy.”

He shakes his head. “I’m going. If you want to talk to my parents, call them. But they can’t stop me either.”

I peek into the room, seeing Lizzie coming out of the bathroom, wrapped in a fluffy robe. “Maybe you can talk some sense into him.”

“What’s she talking about?” Lizzie asks Daniel as I retreat to my room and call his mother. 

“Huntley,” the First Lady says upon answering, “have you been watching the news?”

“Yes. May I come over and chat with you and the president?” 

“Of course,” she says.




I quickly dress, put on makeup, throw on some clothes, and go to their hotel, where I’m escorted by a Secret Service agent to their suite. 

Daniel’s mother greets me with a hug. “Is Daniel feeling okay?” she asks.

“Yes. I suggested he not compete today after I saw the news.”

“I was going to tell him the same. Is this it?” she asks. “Is it starting? Are they being poisoned by grain?”

“I don’t know, but we have to figure out a way to stop it.”

“Let’s go talk to my husband,” she says. 

The president is surrounded by his staff at a large dining room table. On a nearby wall is a TV and on it a military-looking map. 

As soon as we walk in, their conversation stops. I feel a little awkward, but Amanda Spear seems to take it in stride. She goes up to her husband and whispers in his ear. 

“We’ll reconvene after the heat race,” he says. 

Once the room is empty, Amanda takes a seat and motions for me to do the same.

“Were you discussing the outbreak here in Montrovia?” she asks him.

Ryan Spear shakes his head. “I wish.”

“What’s going on?”

“Some highly unusual North Korean submarine activity. While they often do military exercises, this is a little different. We believe they have a small fleet of their best submarines currently in international waters off the west coast of Africa in the south Atlantic Ocean. They have maintained military ties with the horn of Africa countries—Ethiopia, Eritrea, and Somalia—but they are on the eastern coast.” He turns his computer toward us with the map that was on the television when we arrived. “This is where we think they are.”

“Are they headed for the United States?” the First Lady asks.

“Or are they headed here?” I wonder aloud.

“Rest assured, we’re working on it,” President Spear says calmly, like this is an everyday occurrence in his job. “Now, what is it that you wanted to talk to me about?”

“The situation here in Montrovia,” she says. “People are getting ill with some kind of flu. One has already died.”

“Actually, four have already died,” I correct. 

“Actually,” the president counters, “there are new numbers regarding that. Nearly one thousand reporting similar symptoms and nine dead.”

“Can you help Lorenzo with this?” I ask. 

“He should have called in the World Health Committee. That’s protocol. They are very good at identifying strains of influenza and figuring out how to treat it.”

“I’m concerned that it might not be treatable,” I say. “Lorenzo had some information before the Olympics about a possible attack on their food supply. Something that would lead to a lot of deaths, something that might spread quickly to the rest of the world.”

“That’s a pretty big jump,” the president says. 

“The doctors here have never seen anything like it,” I reply.

“And I think I might have it,” Amanda Spear says, shocking both the president and myself into stunned silence.




After a quick call to Lorenzo, Amanda Spear is taken to the hospital’s royal wing. She’s running a low-grade fever, and her throat is sore. They admit her for observation and start her on a course of antibiotics since no lacy rash has appeared.

The president sits down bedside and takes his wife’s hand. “I called in our Department of Disease Control. Their best team is hopping on a jet as we speak. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

“Thank you,” both Amanda and I say. 

The television is on, but the sound is muted, and I’m not really paying attention to it until I notice Lorenzo’s handsome face filling the screen. I grab the remote and turn up the volume.

“I’ll make this brief,” he says, speaking to the camera. “As many of you might have heard, we’ve had an outbreak of what doctors believe to be an unusual type of influenza. At least a thousand are under doctor care, and we have nine reported deaths. As per protocol, our local center for infectious diseases is on-site, running tests to determine what we’re facing, and we’ve called in the World Health Committee. 

“If you have a sore throat, low-grade fever, and fatigue, we suggest you go to the doctor. However, if you develop an unusual lacy-looking rash, please, get to one of our local hospitals or emergency-care facilities. For those of you visiting, there is a list of locations on our Olympics website. Thank you.”

Just as the reporters start yelling out questions to a health official, who has filled Lorenzo’s spot behind the podium, both my phone and the president’s ring simultaneously. 

I answer mine, moving to the corner of the room to speak quietly. 

“Did you see the press conference?” Lorenzo asks me. 

“I did. Are you doing okay?”

“No. Doctors expect the number of sick to double, if not triple, today. We’re handling it from an infrastructure standpoint, but our medical professionals don’t know how to treat this. Nothing they are trying is working.”

“Are they looking at things other than the flu? Have they looked specifically for poison?”

“Yes, and I recently got word that it has been ruled out as a possibility. They believe it to be an airborne disease. The only common thread they can find between the first ones who were ill is that they were at the opening ceremonies. But that’s not doing us much good because people who weren’t there are also becoming ill. How is the First Lady?”

“She’s okay. Symptoms but no rash so far. Thank you for allowing her to be in the royal wing.”

“You’re welcome. Are you there? At the hospital?”

“Yes.”

“Go home.”

“Why?”

“Because I couldn’t function if you got sick or  …”

“Died?” I finish his thought.

“Yes.” I hear Juan’s voice in the background, calling him into a meeting. “I love you,” he says before ending the call. 

The president’s face looks grim as he finishes his phone call.

“What’s wrong?” I ask him.

“We’ve got twenty reported cases of what we are now calling Disease X in the United States. Sixty cases in the UK and numerous others around the world. A handful of deaths. This virus has gone global. Very quickly. The news stations are already sensationalizing it, suggesting the worst—that it is a pandemic. We are still operating under the notion that it is an epidemic.”

“What’s the difference?” I ask.

“An epidemic is an infectious disease, spreads rapidly, and affects many people. A pandemic is when there is a global outbreak of the disease. As soon as we get the right people here to run some tests, we’ll figure it out and stop it. We always do.”

I glance at my watch. “I’m going to try to catch Daniel’s heat race. Are you staying here?”

“Yes,” the president replies, “but please, give Daniel our best.”

“And don’t tell him I’m in the hospital until after the race,” his mother adds. “And, whatever you do, don’t let him come see me. He needs to stay healthy.”




Although the royal wing has its own exit, I decide to leave from the hospital’s main one, wanting to see for myself if that many are really sick. If it’s as bad as the news makes it sound. 

It is. 

And it’s sort of surreal, knowing that we might not be able to stop this. 

The hospital’s emergency room lobby is organized, though it’s full of patients awaiting treatment, but no one looks particularly ill, which makes me feel a little bit better. 

And I feel a lot better after Daniel wins his heat race and then comes back to the villa, even after learning his mother has taken ill. 

He’s sprawled out on the couch, having just finished a late lunch, and scrolling through his phone. He shows me a photo sent to him by a teammate of the line of athletes waiting to be seen by doctors at the Olympic Village. 

“I don’t think you should go back there,” I tell him. “It seems to be spreading quickly.”

“Yeah,” he says, “but I’m going to compete. It’s not like we can avoid the germs. And you were at the hospital today. How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. What about you?”

He pulls up his shirt, revealing a red rash on his abdomen. 

“Daniel! We need to get you to the hospital!”

“Yeah,” he says, “I know. But, if I do that, it’s like giving up. I have a final tonight and—”

“If this keeps up, they are going to call off the Olympics,” I argue. “Having a lot of medals isn’t going to mean much to your loved ones if you are dead.”

“Yeah, I suppose. Maybe I should just stay here and ride it out. Have Dad’s personal physician give me some antibiotics or something.”

A phone buzzes from a bag nearby. 

“Can you grab that?” he says to me. 

I dig around in his duffel, finding one of The Society phones. On it is a text message. 




We have become aware of the outbreak of an unknown virus in Montrovia. We highly suggest leaving the country before it is quarantined. If you have been affected by this, please reply.




“I think you should reply,” I tell Daniel, handing him the phone and hoping this is it. That they will tell him the secret to surviving. 

“Type whatever you want,” he says, tossing the phone back to me. “How are they going to help?”

“I don’t know,” I say, “but it’s worth a shot.”

I quickly type in a reply. 




Both my mother and I have been affected.




A response comes back immediately.




We have taken note, and as soon as we discover a way to fight the illness, you will be notified.




I let out an audible sigh. “They said, as soon as they discover a way to fight the illness, you will be notified.”

“See? Told you.” 

He rubs the back of his neck and closes his eyes, and, for a split second, I fear he’s going to die right here in front of me. 

“Come on,” I say, taking his hand and feeling like I want to cry. “I’m driving you to the hospital. Your mother is in the royal wing. We’ll go there.”

The ornate lampposts down Queen’s Boulevard are still decorated with the Olympic mascot—an adorable striped dolphin—and there are Olympic ring logos in nearly every shop window, reminding us that the streets should be packed with tourists right now. 

“It’s like a ghost town,” Daniel says. “Where do you think everyone went?”




When we get to the hospital, we discover where all the people are. The area is crowded, and there appears to be nowhere to park. The line for the emergency room is out the door and circling around the hospital. Numerous news trucks and reporters are on the scene, as are a row of ambulances waiting in line, lights flashing but their sirens off. 

“This is crazy,” Daniel says. “You’d think there was an event taking place here.”

“I’m afraid there is,” I mutter. “Fortunately, the royal wing has its own private entrance via a special parking garage, but I think it’s going to take a while to get there.”

Thirty minutes later, when we finally get inside, I’m surprised to find the director of the CIA, Mike Burnes, standing next to President Spear, having a heated conversation in the small lobby. 

“Hey,” Daniel says, interrupting them. “How’s Mom doing?”

Ryan Spear’s face turns ashen. “Not good. The rash has appeared.”

“What does that mean?” Daniel asks. 

The president puts his hand on his son’s shoulder, and I know what’s coming next. Bad news.

“If we don’t discover a cure quickly, chances are, she will die within the next twenty-four hours.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me about the rash? Where is she?”

I take Daniel’s hand in mine, leading him into one of the large rooms. 

He rushes to his mother’s side. “You’re going to be okay,” he tells her, sitting down beside her, even though tears fill his eyes. 

“I have faith in the doctors,” she says bravely. “I’m glad to see you, but I didn’t want you to come here. You can’t get sick. You don’t need to worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

But I’m not so sure. She looks different than when I left here a few hours ago. Her arms are covered in a lacy red rash that is almost artistic in nature. 

But looks can be deceiving, apparently.

Daniel is about to say something when we hear a commotion coming from the hallway. I peek my head out the door to see what’s going on when Lizzie is rushed down the hall and into the room next door on a stretcher, followed closely by Lorenzo.

“Lizzie fainted at the castle, and she said she’s been suffering from a sore throat since this morning,” he explains, sticking his head in the room.

“King Vallenta,” Mike Burnes says, “there’s something the president and I would like to discuss with you.”

Daniel rushes out at the sound of Lizzie’s name, looking stricken. 

I follow.

“Daniel has a rash on his stomach as well,” I say to the doctor who walks by.

“Tattletale,” Daniel mutters. 

The doctor stops in his tracks. “Show me. Now.”

Daniel pulls up his shirt, revealing spectacular abs and an impressive V-line. I tilt my head for a better view but notice that it doesn’t look the same as his mother’s. 

The doctor fishes a pair of reading glasses out of the pocket of his white lab coat, slips them on, and studies Daniel’s abdomen closer. “Swimming pool rash,” he finally declares. “Small red bumps, not the lacy pattern we are seeing on those with the virus.” 

He steps away to go into Lizzie’s room, Daniel hot on his trail.

Lorenzo stays in the hallway, standing straight and tall even though I can see by looking in his eyes that he feels like the weight of the world is on his shoulders. 

“Go ahead,” he says to Burnes. 

“We’d like you to voluntarily close your borders,” Burnes says, “and close your airports. We have to stop the spread of this disease.”

“It’s my understanding that it’s already spread,” Lorenzo says diplomatically. “Cases are being reported in eighteen countries.”

“I think what Director Burnes is trying to say is that, if you don’t do it voluntarily, it could be forced upon you,” the president says, his soft tone belying the gravity of his words. “We’re looking at a worldwide epidemic. Montrovia is ground zero, and it needs to be quarantined.”

“And if I refuse?”

The president takes a deep breath. “It’s not just us, Lorenzo. We have reports from our nearby naval squadron that other countries are moving ships into the region. You don’t want to risk a commercial aircraft being blown out of the sky.”

“Are you threatening military retaliation if I don’t shut my country down?” Lorenzo asks incredulously.

“I’m not threatening,” the president says. “I’m simply stating the possible consequences of not doing as we ask.”

“Huntley,” the First Lady says, causing me to jump. 

I leave the doorway and take a seat in the chair next to her bed, glancing up at the television, which seems to be predicting doomsday for our world. I know they thrive on sensationalism, but I fear they are right in this case.

“How are you really feeling?” I ask her.

“Lousy,” she says. “My whole body hurts, down to my bones. I have the rash  …”

My heart aches, as I know what the rash means. “You’ve been like a mother to me, held me when I broke down, and kept all my secrets. I refuse to allow you to die.”

“Follow your heart, Huntley,” she says. “Let it guide you through this. You might be our only shot at saving the world.”

I nod in understanding. I can’t let myself get distracted by news reports or governmental drama. I must finish my mission. I must stop this. 

I try to sneak out without being noticed, but it doesn’t work. Lorenzo has finished his chat and grabs my arm to slow me down.

“This is a nightmare,” he says, running his hand back through his hair. “Lizzie has taken ill. My mother and Juan both have sore throats. My country is in chaos and being threatened by a superpower.”

“I know. I’m sorry. Daniel is sick, too, and the First Lady just developed the rash. They say that everyone who gets the rash dies.” Tears fill my eyes. 

“You have become close to his mother, haven’t you?” He pulls me into a hug. 

I just nod, trying to hold myself together. The old woman was right. My heart is my greatest weakness. It’s causing my head to fill with worry rather than the facts that it needs to solve this.

“Come with me to the palace, please,” Lorenzo says. “I need to meet with parliament leaders, and then I am going to quarantine my country.”

“Can I sit in on your conference? I’d really like to hear firsthand what they are saying,” I say, hoping that hearing the situation being dissected by them might spark an idea in me. 

Right now, I don’t know where to turn. I’ve considered ignoring my father’s wishes and tracking down Maximillian Olivier at his home outside of London to torture the truth out of him.

The only thing stopping me is what my father said about The Society. They have a plan. I just need to be patient and wait for it. We know that the coup was supposed to take place in four days. I assume we’ll have our answers by then. I’m just praying the First Lady and Lizzie can hold out until then. 

“I can’t allow you to join the meeting,” Lorenzo says, interrupting my thoughts, “but I know a way you can listen in.”




When we get to the palace, Lorenzo shows me a secret passageway leading to a small room set atop a flight of stairs. At the back of the space, which is not much bigger than a cubbyhole, there is a cutout to the war room below, obscured by an ornate Montrovian crest. There is wire mesh where the crest is not, allowing me to both see and hear what is going on. 

I send a text to Ares and then call him, carefully muting the phone and then holding it near the opening so that he can hear, too. 

Many men are speaking at once, but when Lorenzo says, “Gentlemen,” they immediately go silent. “I’m going to announce a voluntary quarantine of our country.”

“You can’t do that. Our visitors will be outraged!” a parliament member exclaims. 

“We have more to worry about here than public outrage,” the Prime Minister says, backing Lorenzo up.

Lorenzo’s press secretary comes into the room, holding a single sheet of paper, and hands it to Lorenzo. 

He scans it and then briefly shuts his eyes.

The news must not be good. 

“I’ve just been given an updated report from the World Health Committee, who arrived earlier today,” Lorenzo says, waving it in the air. “They are getting ready to announce that, due to the sudden onset and number affected, they have moved up the pace of their normal timeline. It says here that scientists have already ruled out food-related illness, poison, and all known strains of influenza. For now, they will still categorize this outbreak as a level-three event but expect that to rise to a five as soon as tomorrow morning.”

“And what does a level five mean?” the Prime Minister asks.

“World-wide pandemic. Possibly an extinction event,” Lorenzo replies.

“Like the dinosaurs?” one of the men asks in shock. He’s wearing a starched yellow shirt, and he looks like he hasn’t shaved since people started getting ill. 

In fact, I can see the signs of a rash creeping up his arm. 

“I’m afraid so,” Lorenzo replies.

“So, we’re all going to die? Montrovia will be wiped out?” he continues, clearly starting to panic.

“It appears to be a grave situation,” Lorenzo says diplomatically, “but we must not give up hope that a cure will be found. I think, in light of this, I will also be making an announcement to suspend the Olympic Games.”

“You can’t do that!” one of the men shouts. “Our country’s reputation will be ruined.”

Lorenzo narrows his eyes at the man, staring at him. The man sits down, realizing that their reputation is the least of their worries. 

“I’ll let the Olympic committee chairman know before I do my next press update.”

“A press conference?” another parliament member asks, glancing at his watch. “This late hour?”

“Time doesn’t really matter to the sick,” Lorenzo says. “And I know what a big deal this is. This will be the first time in history the Olympics has been suspended due to a health crisis.”

“Has it been suspended for other reasons?” the Prime Minister asks.

“War,” Lorenzo says, “which is something else we need to discuss. Admiral Lamonte, if you will.”

The admiral stands and hits a button on a remote, causing panels to slide open, revealing a large monitor. “What you see here,” he says, “is a satellite map of the waters off our coast. The United States, Britain, and India have all moved naval assets into the area.”

“Why?” someone asks.

“They are telling us that it’s for our protection,” the admiral states.

“But the United States suggested that, if we were to allow a plane full of passengers to take off, there is a good chance it could be shot down,” Lorenzo adds. “Now, that would be bad for tourism.”

“Kill a plane full of innocent people?” the Prime Minister exclaims. 

“They wouldn’t be innocent,” the admiral says. “They’d be considered the enemy at that point, carrying a disease that could wipe out the world.”

“On a positive note,” the Prime Minister says, “we did prepare for every possible thing that could go wrong at the Olympics, including something like this. Our Olympic event centers are quickly being transitioned to spaces for both the sick and the dead. We already have numerous medical experts here with each team, and we are conscripting them into action. And the outpouring of support of volunteers to help from our fellow countrymen has been nothing short of uplifting. If we’re going down, we’re going to do it as Montrovians, banded together for king and country.”

“Let’s hope so,” Lorenzo says, ending the meeting. 




As soon as the men leave, Lorenzo notifies the chairman of the Olympic committee, and then lights and a camera are brought into the room. 

Lorenzo sits behind his desk and speaks to his country from his heart. He lays out what they are doing to fight the disease. He asks anyone who might have information on how this disease was spread to come forward, hinting it could be a bioterror event. He explains that the illness has now spread to other nations, as visitors from the opening ceremonies have arrived home. He asks for volunteers to help those afflicted. He tells them about the quarantine and how no one will be allowed to leave the country. How flights from Montrovia have been quarantined in other countries. He ends the talk with real emotion, asking everyone in the world for their prayers to find a cure and then announcing that Lady Palomar and his mother, the queen, have both been stricken by the disease.

“You did well,” I say to him, coming out of my hiding spot and giving him a hug after everyone has left.

His press secretary races into his office, interrupting us. “There’s a hashtag now,” she says. “They’re calling it the Montrovian Plague.”

“I liked Disease X better.” Lorenzo chuckles. 

“And Dr. Jane Sampson from the World Health Committee needs to speak to you. Apparently, it’s urgent.”

“Bring her in.”

I go sit down on the sofa across from Lorenzo’s desk. The woman who wanted to talk to Lorenzo doesn’t even notice me, so I don’t say a word.

“We will announce tomorrow that this is now a level-five world health crisis,” she says. “What we are facing here is a pandemic. We are still calling it Disease X and currently have no idea how to stop it.”

“Social media has named it the Montrovian Plague.”

“Not bad,” she says. “I was thinking the Olympic Plague.”

“Is that what you think this is?”

“Yes. We’re going to do more tests overnight, but no one is expecting to discover anything new. The disease is proving to be fast-acting and drug resistant. Doctors are simply treating symptoms to make patients comfortable. I know you just announced a quarantine, but we would like to suggest you go a step further. Not only should no one be allowed to leave, but you must close your border to entry as well. We’re talking no aid. Nothing. It’s a reasonable assumption that your entire population could be wiped out in a month. After Montrovia falls, if we don’t figure it out, the world will fall. Crazy, isn’t it?” she says. “It starts so simply with a tickle in your throat and ends with a rash that is actually sort of pretty.” She sighs and lets herself out, pausing at the doorway to say, “I will be in touch in the morning, your highness.”

After she’s gone, Lorenzo collapses on the sofa next to me. “Stay with me tonight,” he says, his eyes full of emotion. 

I’m considering it. I could use a few hours of sleep. But then my phone buzzes. 




Daniel: Mom has taken a turn for the worse. 




“I have to get to the hospital!” I say to Lorenzo, flashing the text in his direction. 

We rush to the hospital, but there are so many people trying to get there that traffic is still jammed up. 

I get frustrated and say, “Stop here. I’m going on foot.”

I run the last half-mile to the hospital and am out of breath when I finally make it to the First Lady’s room. 

Ryan Spear, his parents, and Daniel are surrounding her. Her breath is labored, and her skin has a grayish tinge, like she’s not getting enough oxygen.

When she sees me, she tries to say my name, mouthing, Hunt, at first and then squeaking out, Lee. 

Her calling me Lee like my mother did guts me.

Amanda stretches her hand out in my direction. 

I practically lunge for it. Once again, needing her strength when I should be giving some in return. 

I know in this instant that she’s going to die. Her hand is cold, not warm and comforting like it usually is. Her breathing is labored, not the breathlessly happy way she always sounds when we talk. 

Her hand moves slightly in mine, and I feel paper being pressed discreetly against my palm. She drops her hand from mine, and it falls in what seems like slow motion onto the bed, making a little pfft sound as it hits the sheets, but in this room, the sound is equivalent to a boom because we all feel it. 

Amanda has tears in her eyes as she looks from her husband to her son. She completely adores Ryan, but her eyes linger on Daniel, her pride and joy, her talented and athletically gifted boy. 

I remember how, on our drive to the Georgia Stones, she spoke of Daniel when he was young—how she used to tease him that he must have gills and how he never wanted to get out of the pool. She explained that some parents pushed sports or interests onto their children but how it was never like that with Daniel. It was actually the other way around, she said. That Daniel had pushed her. How he’d found out about a swim team when he was six and wanted to compete even though the minimum age was seven. How he’d beg her to take him to meets as a spectator. How he would watch videos of successful swimmers, study their form, and try to mimic it in the pool. How he’d wake up before school without being told, just so he could swim laps—which meant Amanda was also up at the crack of dawn. She laughed as she remembered telling him she’d get up but that she had to have coffee first and how Daniel talked his dad into buying a coffee machine with a timer. How he would fill it with beans every night before he went to bed, so he wouldn’t have to wait for it to brew before he could get in the pool. 

She is so incredibly proud of him, and she loves him unconditionally. I can tell she’s feeling torn between not wanting her son to watch her die and not having him by her side as she does.

Grandma and Grandpa Spear are openly crying. 

The president is stoic, trying to show the love of his life that he will be okay without her even though he knows he won’t be. His eyes are wet, but he has that deer-in-the-headlights look, as if he can’t believe this is happening right here, right now. 

Amanda’s breathing becomes more labored, and it’s hard for me to watch her struggle. Her chest heaves, and her mouth opens wide as if her lungs are starved for air. 

She tries to take a breath—only, this time, she stops moving, her mouth staying open as if she were frozen in time. 

And I know that Amanda Spear, the woman who treated me with compassion and gave me the motherly love I so desperately needed, is dead. 

Grandma Spear lets out a simple but painful, “Oh.” 

Daniel, who is sitting next to his mother’s bed, drops his head to her chest and sobs. I turn toward Grandma, who embraces me, her body feeling frailer than I remember. 

President Ryan Spear finally loses it. He lets out a guttural wail of pain, causing his father to pull him close in an attempt to comfort. Grandma lets go of me to help ease her son’s pain. 




After a long while, Daniel looks up at me, his beautiful blue eyes swollen and red. He wipes the tears from them, then gets up and practically launches himself at me. We embrace for a really long time, just holding each other while we weep over the loss of his mother’s beautiful soul. 

“I don’t know what I would have done without you here,” he says, kissing the side of my face. “My mother loved you.”

The little strength I had left melts away as I shudder and sob out, “I loved her back.” 

I hear the sound of a voice clearing behind me and turn to see Lorenzo.

“I’m so sorry,” he says to Daniel as the pair embrace. Having just lost his father, I know this is hard on Lorenzo as well, not to mention the sadness sweeping his nation. “I came to check on Lizzie.”

“I can’t bear to lose her, too,” Daniel says. He reaches down and takes my hand, holding it tightly as we walk to the room next door. 

Once he sees Lizzie’s face, he lets go of my hand and rushes to her side, and she cries with him over his loss. 

It’s then that I notice there are more people in the room with her. 

My brother and Allie.

“Are you sick, too?” I ask. This can’t be happening.

“Sore throats and low-grade fever,” Ari says, nodding. “Everything hurts.”

“I’m sorry.” I move closer to hug him. 

“I thought we could fix it,” he whispers. “I just found you. I just got married. I’m not ready to die.”

“There’s nothing any of us can do, Ari,” I reply, tears filling my eyes again. 

“Don’t you dare give up,” he whispers. “You need to finish this.”

I verify that none of the patients in this room have developed a rash, kiss them each on the top of the head, and leave the room. 

I need to get out of here and think. 

And maybe sleep.

This might officially be the longest day of my life. 

Lorenzo is waiting for me outside. “How are you feeling?”

“Fine so far.”

“Me, too,” he says. “We’re all going to die, aren’t we?” 

“Yeah, unless there’s some kind of miracle.”

He squints his eyes, studying me. “You don’t think it can be stopped?”

I let out a pathetic sigh. “No, I don’t.”

“You’ve given up?” he asks incredulously. 

“I thought I knew who’d caused this and how, but even you don’t believe me anymore.”

“That’s because the facts have proven otherwise,” he says, stating his case. “No poisoned grain was involved. This is something unrelated.”

I should roll my eyes at that comment and tell him he’s not thinking straight. That common sense tells me it’s way too much of a coincidence, but all I can think are that, both here in Montrovia and all around the world, heartbreaking scenes like the one I just witnessed are taking place. That people are losing loved ones because of this disease. I know this isn’t simply death; it’s murder. 

Murder by a group of men who want to control the world. 




MISSION:DAY TEN




I wake up, my eyes feeling swollen and like they are full of sand after having cried so much last night. I close them again, not wanting to face the reality of the day, but when I do, I see my mother’s eyes before the bullet enters her head. 

But, this time, her eyes are frozen in time, and all I see is love. The kind of love I saw in Amanda’s eyes last night when she looked at Daniel. I suddenly realize it wasn’t disappointment in me that I saw but rather disappointment in herself. She felt like she’d failed me, not the other way around. 

I should go to the hospital to sit with Ari, Allie, Daniel, Lizzie, and whoever else I love that is there, but I’m not sure I can stand to witness any one of them dying. What I really want to do is bury my head in the sand and pretend this isn’t really happening. 

I close my eyes and then open them with a start as I remember the paper that the First Lady put into my hand last night. With all that was going on, I simply shoved it in my pocket and forgot about it. 

I jump out of bed, run to my closet, pull the slacks I was wearing out of the laundry basket, and find the note. 

It’s all balled up, so I carefully and almost reverently take it to my desk and attempt to smooth it out. The side I’m working on is blank, and as I prepare to flip it over, I think about how these are probably the last words Amanda wrote.

Please save my son.

I bury my hands in my face and cry again. 

After allowing myself a few moments to grieve, I wipe my tears, get dressed for the day, and make my way down to the vault. 

Maybe I can’t give up just yet.




“Good morning,” Intrepid says in greeting. 

“The English are always pleasant before they give you the bad news,” Ares comments.

“There’s more bad news?” I ask. “Besides the fact that the First Lady is dead?”

“Yes,” Intrepid says. 

“Why have we still not gotten answers from The Society?”

“I don’t know,” Ares says. “I’m starting to think that, since the coup was stopped, they halted their plan. It’s what they did after Alessandro was killed six years ago.”

“Add to that, all tests confirm this wasn’t from a food source,” Intrepid says. “It’s not being said publicly yet, but after going over the video of the opening ceremonies, it’s believed that an airborne virus was planted in the fireworks. A bioterrorist attack. The smoke blew in the direction of the wind, and those first dead were all sitting on that side of the stadium.”

“Has anyone claimed responsibility?” I ask.

“No,” Intrepid says.

“Why would a terrorist group want to kill everyone in the world?” I say in a frustrated tone.

“Don’t get snippy,” Ares says. “We’re just telling you what we know.”

“And I’m telling you that this is part of The Echelon’s plan,” I reply forcefully. “It has to be.”

“Quite honestly, Huntley, it doesn’t matter whose plan it is at this point,” Intrepid says softly. “If we don’t discover a cure, we’ll all die.”

“Which brings me back to why haven’t we heard from The Society. They should be messaging their members constant updates with all that is going on. Their silence means something.”

Just as the words leave my lips, a phone on the table next to Ares vibrates.

“This is Ari’s Society phone. They just sent a message,” he says.

“What does it say?” both Intrepid and I ask.

Ares reads it, frowns, and then hands the phone to me, so Intrepid and I can read it for ourselves.




With the outbreak of an unknown disease spreading throughout the world, we suggest that you stay in your home. Until we know more, avoiding contact seems to be the best form of protection. Both our behind-the-scenes connections and the news are telling us the same thing—the outlook is very grim. We do know that an announcement from the World Health Committee is imminent, acknowledging that they consider this to be an extinction-level event. We’d like to take a moment to thank each and every one of you for being a part of our organization and pray that we will meet again—whether at our next meeting or wherever is next for us all.




“That’s it?” I say. “This is bullshit. I’m done waiting. Intrepid and I are going to hunt down each of the remaining members of The Echelon. We’ll make them tell us how to stop this. You were tracking all the members. I want a list of their locations—starting with Maximillian and Rutherford. They are the leaders. Sergey and Zayn might not know the full plan, but I do know this: they know how to survive it.”

“That’s why I don’t think they are behind this,” Ares argues. “It’s not just them who would need to survive, but also The Society and their hundreds. They have offered nothing to their members. And you told me that Dupree said that Lorenzo was supposed to be king. How could they assure his survival if not through The Society?”

“I don’t know,” I say, slumping down in a chair. “But the timing is pretty suspect, being as today was the day a coup was supposed to have taken place.”

“We have something else to worry about,” Ares says, pulling up a map on the screen on the wall. 

“More war ships?” I ask. 

Intrepid nods. “Countries with high naval assets have moved into locations surrounding the country. You’re looking at American, Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Egyptian, and Iranian forces. If you didn’t know better, you’d think we were looking at World War Three. Even scarier is that North Korea has decided to get into the mix. They might kill us all before the disease can wipe us out if someone gets nervous and presses the wrong button.”

“Could one of those countries be behind it?” I ask as my phone rings. “Hang on, Lorenzo is calling.”

“I don’t have much time,” he says, “but I want you to leave Montrovia immediately.”

“But there’s a quarantine,” I argue.

“If anyone can sneak out of the country, it is you, Lee.”

“Why do you want me out?” I ask. “What’s happening?” 

“War ships have surrounded us. They are threatening to wipe out the country to stop the spread of the disease.”

“They won’t do that,” I say. “They already have cases everywhere.”

“I’m just telling you what discussions are taking place. The death toll keeps climbing. I fear we have already lost. And North Korean forces have just arrived. We are on the brink of World War Three. Please know that, whatever happens next, I love you. And everything I have done and will do has been for you and my country,” he says and then hangs up on me.

I relay what Lorenzo just said to Intrepid and my father, tears filling my eyes. 

“Our timeline is getting shorter,” Intrepid states. 

“Look,” Ares says, nodding toward the television. 

He turns up the volume, and we listen as the president of the United States somberly announces that his own wife has succumbed to the virus and reiterates what the World Health Committee just communicated—that this is an extremely dangerous disease. He also explains the military situation in Montrovia and what it could mean for our world. He hints that a rogue nation might be behind the disease and that, if that’s the case, they vow to find a cure and seek retribution.

“That’s just great. Like we need retribution at a time like this,” I say. “I’m headed to the hospital to check on everyone. In an hour from now, I’m sneaking out of this country to go find them. And, if you don’t want to go with me, Intrepid, that’s fine. I was trained to do this by myself.”

My father opens his mouth to speak, but I’m out of the room before he can argue with me.
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In the United States, a few minutes after President Spear’s speech, a group is meeting in Washington behind closed doors. Vice President Harold Macklin has just signed a document stating that he believes President Ryan Spear is not fit to serve—citing the recent emotional trauma of the president losing his wife, being quarantined in another country, and possibly suffering from the disease himself. Now, he just has to wait for Congress to approve it, so he can become the acting president.




At the same time, President Ryan Spear is on the phone with the Joint Chiefs, who are discussing how to control the country in this time of crisis. Looting has started in the United States, and police and rescue personnel are becoming overwhelmed. They discuss a drastic plan of action should it become necessary.
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“I can’t believe I’m going to give this speech,” Lorenzo states to those around him. He’s in a small conference room in the royal wing of the hospital. “I’ve only been king a short time.”

“Our country is at war,” the Prime Minister says, patting him on the shoulder like his father used to. “In times like these, the duty to control our armed forces lies with our king. As it has for centuries.”

“You were trying to change that,” Lorenzo counters.

“Yes,” the man says, lowering his head. “I see now, that was a mistake on my part. You have my support along with that of the full parliament from this moment forward. Politics don’t matter much right now. Our country’s survival is what does.”

“Thank you.”

Lorenzo’s press secretary points her finger toward the front of the room, which has been transformed into an area for the press conference. 

He stands in front of a podium, and when the cameraman lets him know he’s live, he starts speaking, “My fellow countrymen and our Olympic guests, a great plague has descended onto Montrovia. One that doctors are working hard to find a cure for. You’ve been asked to stay in your homes. 

“As of today, our military will be taking control of our streets, and our country’s borders have been closed. During this health crisis, we have been surrounded by naval forces from numerous countries, which are trying to determine if we should live or if they can stop this disease by dropping bombs that would destroy us all—” Lorenzo stops mid-sentence, leaving everyone who is watching wondering what’s going on. 

A moment later, he is handed a single sheet of paper. 

He holds his hand up to indicate that he needs a second, and as he scans the page, a smile spreads across his face. 

When he looks up, he says, “Dr. Bracken, would you please tell the world of this news?”

A man in a white lab coat makes his way to the podium.

“I’m Dr. Bracken, head of the World Health Committee. I’ve been on-site here in Montrovia, working with our team. Early this morning, PureGen—a pharmaceutical research company—contacted us about a possible cure. 

“It seems that, six years ago, one of their scientists discovered a disease—one so deadly that the company set about to stockpile enough supply so that, if it ever manifested, they could wipe it out. They sent a sample to us to confirm it is the same virus. We have just confirmed that it is. I should add that we have been told that the scientist who discovered the virus might have been compromised by a rogue group. One that probably caused what we now believe to be a bioterror attack on the Olympics. The scientist died recently under suspicious circumstances but not before receiving a large deposit of money. While PureGen assures us that their research facility is extremely secure, they believe the scientist might have stolen a test sample, which was then used to re-create the virus that was spread here in Montrovia. 

“Shipments are currently being loaded onto planes, which will be flown to strategic locations around the globe. It will be up to each country to determine how best to administer the cure to each of their citizens, but it is imperative that each and every citizen take this vaccine, or the world as we know it—your country, your family, your world—will cease to exist.”

He nods to the camera and then moves out of the way, so Lorenzo can return to the podium. 

“Thank you, Doctor,” he says. “We will be eagerly awaiting the shipment here in Montrovia. To my countrymen, I will be back with information on how we will administer these inoculations. Stay at home or in your hotel rooms and please, peacefully await our saving.”
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When I get to the hospital, it’s even busier than last night. Sick people are sitting on the floor, leaning against the walls, family members surrounding them. The staff looks harried. Volunteers are handing out water, sandwiches, and over-the-counter pain relievers. I spot Chef Pierre Dassi coming out of a patient room. 

“Huntley Von Allister,” he says to me. 

“Mr. Dassi, it’s good to see you. Although not under the best of circumstances.”

“At least people are feeling more upbeat at the thought of a cure.”

“Yes, I imagine so.”

“Life is wonderful, even when faced with despair.”

“As long as the food is good?” I ask, noticing he’s got a bag filled with baguettes and other treats.

“I must do my part,” he says. “I’m sorry to hear of the First Lady’s passing.”

I lower my head. “Thank you.”

“Please give the family my condolences. And, if we all get through this, you must come to my restaurant to celebrate. We will be opening the wine I’ve been saving in my cellar for I don’t know what, but it is time to share it. And, if you are looking for a special chef to help with your wedding, you just call Dassi.” He hands me a business card.

“If I get married, you can be sure that I will,” I say, giving him a hug. “Can I help you?”

“But, of course,” he says, rushing to a trolley and grabbing a bag like his. “Take this. Break bread. Make friends. Share stories. It’s all we can do at this point besides pray.”

“Thank you. I will.”

I spend the next twenty minutes wandering the halls and handing out bread. Learning about each person who has been afflicted, hearing stories about those who have already passed, and getting hugs from complete strangers. It’s interesting how, when faced with death, differences cease to exist. People from every nation, of every color, and sexual preference mixed with young and old are here helping each other because this virus has affected us all without prejudice. 

When my bag is empty, I pick up another and make my way to the royal suite, praying that everyone is doing okay. That no rashes have appeared. 

But what I’m most worried about are these vaccines. 

It just seems … too convenient.

I stop in the hallway, take out my phone, and do an internet search of the PureGen company. And, just as I suspected, it’s part of the pharmaceutical conglomerate owned by Marquis Dupree, an Echelon member who only recently had acquired eight nuclear backpack bombs in preparation for Montrovia’s fall.

I rush down the hall, stopping a few doors down from the royal suite, where I run into President Spear and Mike Burnes.

“Huntley,” the president says, “you’re about to witness history again.”

“What’s he talking about?” I ask Burnes as the president enters a room.

“Let’s go watch,” Burnes says, “but we must stay off camera.”

We go into the room, which has a podium with the presidential seal of the United States on the front, probably taken straight out of Air Force One. 

“We’re live in three, two, one,” a single cameraman says. 

“My fellow Americans,” the president says in greeting. “I’m here in Montrovia, seeing firsthand what this illness can do, how fast it’s spreading, and how fast loved ones are dying. We are witnessing a historic disease, the kind that, if it continues to ravage our world, it is expected to kill … well, almost everyone.

“And it’s not without great thought that I have chosen to do something that has never been done in the history of our country. In the history of our democracy. I am using my executive power to enact martial law.”

At that, I gasp, quickly covering my mouth. The debate over martial law is probably why Hillford Senior ordered the hit on his own son. 

“I’m sure you are all shocked by this,” the president continues. “I know, when it was presented to me, I about fell off my chair. 

“We are at war—not with another country, but rather an extinction event. Similar situations will be taking place in countries around the world. But, as you have probably heard, there is good news. We’ve discovered what we believe to be a cure in the form of a vaccine. This vaccine must be taken by all our citizens. Please stay where you are. National Guard and other military healthcare professionals will be going door to door. All Americans—and I repeat, all Americans—will be given the vaccine that will save your life. And this is important. You will have two choices: take the vaccine offered to you or be arrested and taken to quarantine, where you will await your death.

“As you can imagine, inoculating our population within a short period of time is a daunting task. Know that our military has been given shoot-to-kill orders in situations where there is civil unrest. If you want to spend your time looting, protesting, or getting in our way, there will be no arrests, no due process, and no trials. You will simply be shot.

“That concludes my speech. We’re sending you over to the White House, where our secretary of defense will be answering any further questions. I ask that all news outlets forget about politics and help us with this daunting task. May God bless you, the United States of America, and our entire world. May you all be cured.”

As he ends his speech, my mother’s words echo in my brain.“’Cause it’s The Cure. Something no one should want.”

I realize that she knew all along what was going to happen. It doesn’t matter they changed the way in which they spread the disease from poisoned grain to fireworks. What matters is she knew it wasn’t the cause of the disease that would kill everyone—it’s the cure.

And I have to convince everyone she was right.
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I follow the president into the patient room where Daniel, Lizzie, Ari, and Allie are being cared for. 

Lorenzo is also here, sitting by Lizzie’s bed. 

“It’s not the cause, Lorenzo,” I say. “It’s the cure. Don’t you think it’s a little suspicious that they just happened to have a worldwide supply of vaccines for a virus no one has ever heard of?” 

“We were told that Disease X was so deadly when it was discovered that they felt it was the only responsible thing to do,” Lorenzo states.

“And you believe them?” I ask, getting in his face. “This is one of Marquis Dupree’s companies we’re talking about.”

“I don’t have much of a choice at this point!” Lorenzo yells back at me in frustration. “People are dying! We’re on the brink of war!”

“And you know that something was supposed to start in Montrovia. In case you haven’t figured it out, this is it!” I throw my hands up in the air.

“Unless you have proof, I need you to back off, Huntley,” he says sternly.

“Yeah, give it a break,” Daniel says. “Who cares who has the cure? We all need it.”

“Everyone is so desperate that they are taking this company’s word that it will work. Has it been tested? Do you even know?”

“The World Health Committee—” Lorenzo starts.

“Which is funded in large part by Dupree’s pharmaceutical companies,” I fire back.

“Has declared it to work,” he says, hitting the bedside table with his fist in frustration. “Who am I to argue with the scientists?”

“The king who is going to save his country,” I reply.

“What are you talking about?” Mike Burnes asks me. “What do you know about Marquis Dupree?”

“I know that he was a member of a group of powerful men called The Echelon. I know that he is the one in Britain who had acquired the backpack nukes. I know that my father, Ares Von Allister, was part of the group, and their goal was to follow the Georgia Guidestones rules to reduce the population. I know that the group tried to take over Montrovia six years ago by backing a coup where Prince Alessandro was supposed to kill his brother, King Giovanni. And I know that one of your agents died while investigating it. I know that she figured out who was behind the coup. And I know that former president John Hillford, who was the leader of The Echelon at the time, ordered the hit on her because she’d told General Agueda what she knew instead of the king. And I know she was killed by the assassin known as The Priest.”

The director of the CIA’s mouth hangs open. “How do you know all that?”

“Because I’m Calliope Cassleberry!” I yell out in frustration. “The girl you never found.”

Mike Burnes studies me more closely, but I catch movement out of the corner of my eye. 

Lorenzo stands up and gives himself a shot in the arm.

“Stop it, both of you,” he says, dropping the syringe into a waste receptacle. 

I look at him in horror. “What did you just do?”

“PureGen sent a few doses of the vaccine early. I gave one to myself. I can’t give it to my people without first knowing what it will do.”

“But you aren’t even sick!” I exclaim.

He just shrugs at me and sits back down in the chair next to Lizzie’s bed. 

“You realize that you just committed suicide,” I say to him. 

I know this is it. They never could have gotten everyone sick, but make up a fake virus and have some people die, and then they truly control who gets killed off. 

“This is bigger than all of us,” Lorenzo says softly. 

“How could you do this? How many times have I saved your life?” I sputter out as tears flood my eyes, imagining a life without him. “And this is how you repay me?” 

“I can explain,” he says as a nurse comes in to check on the patients.

“What I don’t understand is why you didn’t give the vaccine to Lizzie, someone who has the disease.”

“I can answer that,” the nurse says cheerfully.

But Lorenzo shakes his head at her as Lizzie grabs his hand and tightly squeezes it.

“I had to try it first,” he says slowly. “Because Lizzie is pregnant with Montrovia’s heir to the throne.”

The breath is knocked from my chest, like I was punched in the gut.

I can’t breathe, and I’m pretty sure my heart has stopped beating. 

I glance at Daniel, who looks as stricken as I probably do. 

I stand rooted in my spot for a moment, hoping Lorenzo will say something else. 

Instead, he defiantly stares at me, no shame whatsoever in his eyes.

I take off the necklace, walk across the room, and drop it into his lap. 




Then, I leave the room as fast as I can. Not even Mike Burnes, who is rushing down the hall behind me, wanting more answers, is able to stop me. 

Because I’ve failed.

My mother. 

Montrovia. 

The world. 

My mission is officially over.
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