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From USA Today best-selling author Jillian Dodd comes the seventh 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.




The Echelon’s plan to change the shape of the world is succeeding. 

The disease was released. 

People are dying. 

Montrovia is surrounded.

The Americans have declared martial law, stripping its people of their rights. 

And the world is in chaos.




Huntley has always been willing to sacrifice herself for the mission, but what she wasn’t prepared for is those she loves doing the same. Can Huntley stop what started in Montrovia, or is it too late to save anyone?
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DEDI:CATION




To TC  and her hot pilot.

And all military families serving our country.

Thank you.










PRO:LOGUE




I run down the crowded hospital hallway, my head and heart still reeling from Lorenzo giving himself the vaccine and learning that Lizzie is pregnant with his child. I think back to how he swore to me they had never slept together. 

What I don’t understand is why he felt the need to lie. Why not just tell me if he desired her over me? Why lead me on? 

Why marry me?

Once I get out of the royal wing and into the main part of the hospital, I glance over my shoulder to make sure Mike Burnes isn’t behind me. I know he has questions. Lots of questions. 

But I also know he probably won’t believe me. 

If Lorenzo doesn’t believe me, no one will.

And that means a whole lot of people are going to die. 

People I care about. People I love. And I can’t be here to watch it happen.

I stop and look up at the television playing loudly in the corner of the waiting room. 

A news channel is reporting how countries are declaring martial law. How and when the vaccines are being airlifted around the world. How militaries will be administering them. How those who refuse will be imprisoned and quarantined. 

The television flashes with a Montrovian flag before a local reporter takes over the screen. 

“I’m here at Princess Serafina Hospital in Cap de Playa Antilles, reporting live,” she says with a perky smile. “I’m very pleased to say that our country has been able to maintain its peaceful and respectful vibe, compared to other parts of the world where looting and chaos have ensued. I’ve been talking to the affected here, and I’ve learned a few big things.” Her expression turns somber. “We’ll start with the bad news. As many of you know, our country has been surrounded by warships. We have been quarantined. What you might not know is that those militaries have been discussing the destruction of Montrovia as a way to stop the spread of the disease.” She rolls her eyes at the screen. “As if we don’t have enough on our plates, let’s add the threat of nuclear annihilation.

“But, in the midst of pending doom, we find that life and love still prevail. I’ve just learned that Lady Elizabeth Palomar, who has been affected by the virus, is currently pregnant with”—she gives a dramatic pause—“a Montrovian heir to the throne. We are sending Lizzie best wishes for her speedy recovery after she receives the vaccine. And, speaking of that, our country’s allocation will arrive via air courier first thing in the morning. Our Health and Human Services Department’s leadership has advised us that the first shot will be administered tomorrow at precisely ten a.m. I know I’ll be anxiously awaiting my turn.”

As I turn away from the television, I notice Bella’s mother, Belinda Smith, leaning up against a wall, looking shell-shocked. 

“Where is Bella?” I ask, immediately worrying about the bubbly, now-cancer-free girl who watched Daniel compete as part of the Dream Wish program. “Tell me she hasn’t gotten sick.”

Belinda lets out an odd laugh and shrugs her shoulders, her eyes filling with tears. “Not anymore. This is going to sound horrible of me, but Bella went through a lot over the past few years. Surgeries, procedures, chemotherapy, and what felt like an endless array of hospital visits and stays. It tore me apart to watch her struggles, her pain, and sometimes, I actually prayed, if it would be better for her, that God would take her from me.” She completely breaks down. “And, now, he has. Just when she was finally well. Just when she was ready to start her life again.”

My throat goes dry. “Are you saying—”

“She got a sore throat and a little fever. After that, she got the rash. She passed away about thirty minutes ago. Four hours after the rash first appeared.”

I pull her into an embrace. “I’m so, so sorry.” I’m also worried. 

Originally, we were told that, once the rash appeared, you’d die in twenty-four hours, but it appears to be speeding up. Amanda passed six hours after she got the rash. Bella, only four.

We hug for a few moments, and then she says, “Do you know if there is a church nearby? Like a real church, not just a chapel here at the hospital. It’s packed, and I’d like to say a prayer in peace.”

“Of course there is. In fact, I’ll go with you.” I take her hand in mine and lead her out of the hospital. 

I want to completely freak out. Like, really, just have a good old-fashioned lie-on-the-ground-wail-and-pound-my-fists temper tantrum. Over everything. From warships surrounding the country to the First Lady’s passing to Lorenzo taking the vaccine that will kill him to Lizzie being pregnant with his child. I feel like a toddler who can’t handle her emotions, but I close my eyes, exhale, and let my training take over. 

I am in control. 

I am in control. 

I am in control. 

I am a firestorm.

I can handle every situation.

No matter how dire.

No matter how hopeless. 

There is always a way out. 

You just have to find it.

Every problem and situation, regardless of how complex it is, has a solution. It’s just a matter of quickly running the variables through your head, processing the possible outcomes, and choosing what will allow you to survive.

And, right now, I have no answers. 

No answers as to how any of us are going to survive this. And no amount of scenarios is going to change that fact.

Whatever fire was inside me is gone.

Maybe going to the chapel will help me, too, somehow.

Divine intervention perhaps? 

Goodness knows I could use it.




Memories are drifting through my mind when we arrive at the National Cathedral on the Plaza de Vallenta. 

I’m remembering when the dean pulled me into his office and told me about my mission. How cocky my brother was when we first met. The way Daniel looked when he showed up late at the gala and his sexy dimple. How being with him was for fun. How easily we became friends. 

But then I met Lorenzo. Even though I played it very cool, when he spoke to me in the tailor’s shop in that deep, sexy voice, I knew right then and there that I was done for. That I loved him. It sounds crazy, like the rambling of someone who’s never experienced love before. But I knew I was in trouble. I knew I had to protect him beyond my mission at all costs. 

And I did. 

What I couldn’t protect him from was himself.

I find myself taking a deep breath, just like I did after I discovered Lorenzo and my brother had been kidnapped, and I try to let go of my emotions. To focus on what drives me.

But, just as it was then, I find my answer to be the same answer. 

Love. 

I’ve come to care for so many people since I left Blackwood. None of whom I want to die.




Belinda has been quiet on the walk to the chapel, probably lost in her own thoughts. When she sits in a pew, hands folded and head down in prayer, I find myself wishing that Lorenzo the Magnificent could help me save his country. 

Because this place has become more than just the people I love. It’s about everyone who lives in this great country. I feel responsible for their well-being, too, because, somewhere along the way, the people of Montrovia embraced me. They wanted me to marry Lorenzo. To be the girl who finally tamed the Playboy Prince. 

Other than calling me an orphan once, which kind of hurt my feelings, the press has been quite kind to me. 

Could I use that to my advantage? 

Could I tell the world the truth about everything? About me, my mother, Black X, and The Echelon?

Could I tell them about the treasure—their treasure—that’s hidden in the desert? 

Could they help me spread the word?

Would they believe me?

Could we make governments at least stop to think about the repercussions of what they are about to do?

I’m lost in thought when Belinda gently elbows me and points toward the front right corner of the church. 

“What do you know about that area up there?” she says, getting up. “For some reason, I’m drawn to it. I’m going to sound crazy, but I feel like Bella wants me to see it.” She shakes her head. “That’s not quite right. I feel like she wants me to show it to you.”

“I’ve seen it before,” I say as I follow her toward it. “It’s called Magnifico and named after Lorenzo the Magnificent, the first king of Montrovia. Some people say the trees, animals, and rolling hills are representative of Arcadia. The perfect place. Possibly heaven, depending on your religious beliefs.”

“Oh,” she says. “Maybe she’s letting me know she’s okay. That she’s somewhere beautiful.”

I smile at her and nod, not sure how to reply. 

“It’s too bad all this is happening in Montrovia. It’s such a beautiful country,” she comments. “To be honest, there were two reasons I wanted to come to a church. I was looking for both a quiet place to pray as well as a safe place to hide.”

“Why do you want to hide?”

“I was thinking of not getting the vaccine, giving up on life, so I can join my daughter in that beautiful place. I don’t want the military to interfere with my wishes.” But, the second the words come out of her mouth, she starts shaking her head. “I can’t believe I just said that. Bella would be ashamed of me. She was such a fighter.” She smiles to herself, and I get the feeling she’s remembering something happy. “I used to buy her a comic book before every chemotherapy treatment.”

“What was her favorite comic book?” I ask, wanting to indulge her in these scattered memories. The poor woman has been through so much.

“When Bella was first diagnosed, she carefully listened to the doctors, but she didn’t take their word for anything,” she says, not answering my question. “She did a ton of research on her own, studying everything from traditional chemotherapy to alternative, holistic approaches to Eastern medicine practices. She spoke with doctors at length about the power of the human mind and was convinced that, through meditation and positive thoughts, she could help heal herself. There was a handsome young intern on her rotation, and she always lit up when he came into the room—mostly because she thought he was so cute, but also because he loved comics, too. During one particularly rough week of treatments, she wasn’t her normal, cheerful self, and he asked her what was wrong.

“She broke down to him and confessed that she didn’t think she could do it. Didn’t think she could beat cancer. He grabbed a Wonder Woman comic and told her that, in every story, the hero had a dark moment when they thought all was lost, but they always found it within themselves to prevail. He told her that she’d need to be a superhero in order to fight cancer. After that, Wonder Woman was always her favorite.”

“That’s so cute,” I say slowly, looking up at the memorial of Lorenzo the Magnificent as pieces tumble around in my brain, recalling a memory of another time I was staring at a depiction of Arcadia.




“I’m sick of the sand,” the girl I was playing with at the TerraSphere in Iraq said, plopping down into it and running it through her hands. “I miss home.”

“Where is home?” I asked.

“Denmark. It’s the most beautiful place in the world. But my mother died, and my dad brought us here for his job.”

“What does he do?” I drew a tic-tac-toe board in the sand and put an O in one of the spaces to start a game.

“He’s a scientist and sort of like a superhero. He fights germs with the vaccines he makes. Only he works underground, and I can’t go see him during the day because it’s too dangerous.”




A superhuman virus resistant to antibiotics. 

A scientist who fights germs like a superhero.

“You know what?” I say to Belinda, suddenly knowing what I need to do and where I need to go. “Your daughter was brilliant. And, because of her, I just might be able to stop people from dying.”

“But how?” she asks.

“I have to go find a superhero—and fast,” I reply, giving her a tight hug before barreling out of the massive wooden doors. 

I mentally calculate how much time is left. 

It’s two in the afternoon. 

The vaccines will be given at ten tomorrow morning. 

That means, I have twenty hours, four minutes, and fifty-three seconds to find the TerraSphere scientist, get him to prove that the vaccines will kill, and get him back to Montrovia to tell the world.




T-MINUS:20:04:53 




I set a countdown app on my watch, noting the time, and then I run as fast as I can back to the villa and race down the stairs, taking them two at a time. 




T-MINUS:19:50:29 




“I need to get out of the country,” I say, startling Intrepid and Ares, whose attention was turned to the television.

“You can’t,” Intrepid replies. “I can’t get out, even with help from my government.”

Ares nods in agreement. “No planes are allowed to take off, no ships can leave the harbor, and no cars can cross the border.”

“There are always border areas where we can sneak through,” I argue.

“Normally, that is the case. But the borders are now being guarded by Spanish and allied forces.” Intrepid waves his hand toward the television where the news is airing live footage from Montrovian border cameras, showing military ground troops lined up.

“They’ve been given orders to shoot to kill anyone who tries to cross,” Ares adds. 

“Whatever. I have to figure out a way.”

“Because Lizzie is pregnant?” Intrepid asks bluntly.

“No. Because I have to find someone. When my mother and I visited the TerraSphere in Iraq, she met with a scientist. His daughter and I played together. She told me he was sort of like a superhero because he fought germs with the vaccines he made. She also told me that she couldn’t see his lab because it was too dangerous. Her name was Sophie. I think—well, I hope—he might be the key to all of this.”

“But your mother believed they were going to poison grain,” Intrepid counters. 

“Yeah, but I bet they did it with the same virus. Come on,” I say, turning to my father. “You knew everyone who worked there, didn’t you? They were from Denmark. Her mother had recently passed away.”

“There were very few children allowed at the Sphere,” Ares replies. “The scientist you are referring to worked for the top-secret bioweapons arm of Dupree’s pharmaceutical company. Dr. Nels. Full name: Dr. Nelson Hansen Andersen.”

“Was that the name of the guy PureGen suggested stole the virus?” Intrepid asks. 

“No. That man’s name was Stephan Johansen.” He sits down at his computer and starts typing away. 

A few moments later, he says, “Upon further research, it appears that, while Dr. Johansen’s work résumé shows him being employed by PureGen for the last twelve years, when I cross-referenced his name to the TerraSphere’s manifest, he’s listed under bioweapons research—meaning, at some point, he would have actually worked alongside Dr. Nels.” He shakes his head. “I should have caught that.”

“All that matters now is that we find Dr. Nels. I need to talk to him,” I say. “I really think I’m on to something here.”

Ares bangs away on his keyboard while I watch more seconds tick off my watch. 

Finally, he lets out a sigh. “I’m sorry to say that Dr. Nels is dead.” 

He pulls a newspaper article up on the big screen for us to read. 

Prominent Danish scientist dies in fiery London crash.

“More than likely murdered, so he wouldn’t talk,” Intrepid says. “You just might be on to something, Huntley.”

I don’t read the article further because my mind is back at the church, and I’m thinking about Lorenzo the Magnificent. 

His Arcadia. 

And how The Echelon played into it.

He’d created The Echelon and The Society because of his paranoia. Because he was worried about being attacked. 

That is the same reason he built tunnels in the palace. He needed the ability to move freely and even escape if necessary.

“The villa where Terrance and everyone else has been working, where is it exactly?” I ask.

“Up north, near the border,” Intrepid replies. 

“And, by chance, did Lorenzo let you use that villa because he owns it?”

“As a matter of fact, yes,” Intrepid says, looking curiously at me. “It’s one of their summer homes. Of course, we’re not actually in the home. Lorenzo allowed us to set up in a small and very old hunting lodge at the edge of the property.”

“Very old,” I mutter, a plan coming together in my mind. “I need to go there. Now.”

“Why?” Ares asks.

“Because, if it’s anything like the palace, there will be a secret way out. Why else would they put a royal residence so close to the border?”

“So you can escape attack?” Ares asks. 

“Exactly. How long will it take me to get there?”

“About thirty minutes,” Intrepid replies.

“All right. You two stay here and find me an address for Dr. Nelson’s daughter, Sophie. If her dad’s dead, then she’s our only hope. And see if the royal family owns any property on the other side of the border. I suspect that’s where I’ll need to be picked up.”

“Are you giving the orders now?” Ares teases. 

“Remember the shirt hanging in my mother’s closet? It was a clue. When she bought it, she said to me, Cause they’re The Cure.”

“I’m not following,” Intrepid states.

But Ares is nodding his head. “It’s not the cause; it’s the cure. The vaccine is what will reduce the population.”

“Exactly. And I know I’m right because there was one clue on my mother’s list that we didn’t understand that finally makes sense. The vaccine is the Trojan horse.”

“We’re opening the door and allowing the enemy in,” Ares says in understanding.

I nod and smile at him, and then I turn around and sprint up the stairs.




T-MINUS:19:31:46 




After grabbing my backpack from my room, I run to the garage, stopping for a moment to consider my best vehicle option.

While Ari’s armored SUV would probably be a smarter choice if I’m wrong about the tunnels and I need to muscle my way through the border, my eyes land on a sparkling silvery-white car that looks like millions of diamonds when the sunlight hits it.




“Wow, now, that’s a car,” the king said. “Tell me about it.”

“Koenigsegg aluminum V8, double overhead camshafts. Zero to one hundred kilometers per hour in two-point-nine seconds. Top speed of over four hundred ten. The fuel tanks are integrated for optimal weight distribution and safety, and it even has a detachable hardtop.”




I hit a button to open the garage door and grab the key fob from a shelf on the wall. Then, I hop in the car, rev the engine, and peel out of the drive. 

Once I get through town, I drop the hammer, using the paddle shifters to switch gears as I fly through the windy hills, focusing only on the road and not the cliffs at its edges.

But, even with my focus, I remember the day Lorenzo and Daniel crashed my party and how Lorenzo offered me a private palace tour.





“You aren’t sending your driver. If you wanna hang out with me, you can come get me yourself. Or I’ll drive.”

“You did mention that you have a new car here. Care to drive me home?”

“Sure. Why not?” I smiled as I escorted him down to the garage. 

He whistled at the car I’d been dying to get behind the wheel of and said, “This isn’t a street car; it’s a track car.” 

I didn’t know who had been in charge of acquiring this car, but they got two big thumbs-up from me. “I’m pretty sure it’s street legal. Besides, I’m with the prince of Montrovia, so I should be able to drive whatever I want, don’t you think?”

“This car is amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“That’s because there were only two made. They had planned to make three, but the white carbon fiber proved to be difficult, so they only made two. It’s a Koenigsegg CCXR Trevita. Badass, right?”

“I’ll say. How did you get it?”

“I recently came into some money.” 

He raised his eyebrow at me and then looked at the car again. 

“Well,” I clarified, “it was quite a lot of money.”

“Roulette?” He laughed.

I lowered my eyes and my voice. “My father passed away.”

He gently touched my hand. “My own father is gravely ill. It’s only a matter of time.”

“Are you spending a lot of time with him?”

“Not as much as I’d like.”

“You should make the time. Even if it’s hard. My dad died suddenly. Massive heart attack.”

“But he didn’t suffer. It’s hard to watch your father, the king, a man who has always been larger than life, wither away.”

“I suppose, but trust me, you should be with him. Every day.”

“Will you come with me?” he asked with such emotion that I had no other possible answer.

“Yes.”

“Maybe it will help you heal, too, no?”

“Maybe. I didn’t know my father. My parents passed away when I was younger, and I recently got a call from an attorney, asking me to come for the reading of a will. There, I discovered who my real father was and that I also had a brother. We are taking some time off to travel together. See the world. Get to know each other. Ari lost his parents, too, so we’re the only family each other has.”

I was surprised when he wrapped me in a hug. 

“So much tragedy for someone so young.”

I allowed him to console me. It was really sweet.

“So, are you ready to go for a ride?”

“Oh, I think so.”

We got buckled up and pulled out of the drive. I took it easy through the city streets, giving people plenty of time to gawk at the car and take photos. 

Ten minutes later, we were winding up the hill to the castle and pulling through the gates. I took in my surroundings like I had been trained to do.

“You have an airstrip up here.”

“Yes, for landing smaller planes.”

“Anyone planning on using it in the next few minutes?”

“I don’t believe so. Why are you asking?”

I threw the car in neutral, revved the motor, and raised my eyebrows at him. “What do you say? I would love to see what she can do, and everything in Montrovia is really cliffy.”

“Cliffy?” He laughed. “Does that mean what I think?”

“What do you think it means?”

He gave me a smirk, shrugged his shoulders, and turned his hands sideways, gesturing down at his pants.

“Cliffy? As in your hard dick?” I asked, stifling a laugh.

He bit his lip, a little embarrassed. It was sexy as hell. 

“Cliffy means that the roads are all on cliffs, and I don’t want to drive off one of them and splat into the Med. What you are referring to is a stiffy. A boner. Hot. Hard. Ready for action.”

“Oh, yes, stiff. That would make sense.”

I drove to the end of the runway. “You ready for this?”

He didn’t get a chance to respond because I quickly revved the engine and dropped the hammer. The tires screamed for every ounce of grip they could find. I used the paddle shifters to switch gears, the car responding effortlessly. This car was stupid fast, and since it had a supercharger as opposed to a turbo, there wasn’t the kick every time I shifted. The car just rocketed down the runway.

“How fast are you going?” the prince yelled. “Slow down.”

“I read you race for fun. You should be used to this.”

“There’s a difference. I’m not driving. A girl is.”

When I reached the other end of the runway—which happened quickly—I slammed on the brakes, downshifted, and swung the car around ninety degrees to prove a point, and then I hit the throttle again.

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked, looking very nervous.

“We haven’t even hit top speed yet, but we’re going to try.”

“What’s her top speed?”

“Four hundred and ten kilometers per hour. That’s, like, triple the speed limit in America.” I pushed the car, finally getting it up to four hundred before I had to stop at the other end of the runway. “Holy shit. Wasn’t that fun?”

“Why do I get the feeling you aren’t just here for the history?”




When I get to the summer palace, the tears that fell down my face as I was getting here have dried to my cheeks.

And I managed to make the half-hour drive in less than twenty minutes.




T-MINUS:19:16:07 




Josh meets me outside the hunting lodge. 

“Damn,” he says, eyeing the car. “You get all the fun toys while I’m stuck out here, in the middle of nowhere.”

“Better than being dead.” I grab my backpack out of the car and turn to head into the house.

“I’ve missed you,” he says, stealing a kiss. “And I’m bored. We should go blow off some steam.”

“You’re very lucky I don’t have time to teach you a lesson about giving a woman an unwanted kiss,” I say seriously, pivoting on my heel and leaving him in my dust as I march off.

He must catch up because he grabs my shoulder and spins me around to face him. “Is Lorenzo the reason we can’t get together?”

“Josh, I’m in the middle of a mission. I have more important things to do. Like getting proof that the vaccine governments are going to give out worldwide will kill nearly everyone.”

He scrunches up his nose. “I heard Lorenzo got his fiancée pregnant already.”

I let out a sigh. “Wow. Well, thanks for being such a good friend and reminding me of that right now.”

He takes my hand, bringing it up to his chest. “We had something. And, if Lorenzo doesn’t die from the virus, I’ll kill him myself. In your honor.”

“I don’t have time to deal with your drama.” I tightly grip his hand, move my arm downward, taking control of the situation, and wrench his arm behind his back before pushing his face toward the ground. “If you ever speak of hurting Lorenzo again, I’ll kill you myself. Are we clear?”

When he doesn’t reply, I add more pressure by shoving my knee into his back. 

He pounds the ground with his free hand in frustration, twice, tapping out. “Whatever.”

I don’t let go. 

“That’s not an answer, S,” I say, using his Blackwood Academy call sign. “But, before you answer, I do have something to tell you. The second you told me your real name and that you loved me, I was out. That’s how we were trained.” I push down a little harder, trying to add more force without breaking his wrist.

“So, that’s it? We’re over?”

“We never even started.” 

“Fine. I promise, I won’t harm your idiot boyfriend.”

“Actually, Josh, in case you haven’t heard, he’s my husband.”

“Oh, yeah, I heard. And it’s not legal. Also, you’re engaged to Daniel. Using the two of them just like you used me.”

What he says stings. 

Because, sometimes, throughout all this, I’ve wondered the same thing. Did I let my emotions get wrapped up in Lorenzo and Daniel because of my mission? Was I just playing the part? Or is it real?

“I was trained like you, X. To thrive on my own. To not crave emotional entanglements. We were brainwashed. When I said I loved you, it wasn’t real love. I loved you because we got the flag. I’m not capable of real love anymore, and neither are you.”

“I would have gotten the flag with or without you,” I say, finally letting him up.

“I know that,” he says as he dusts off his pants. “I’m sorry, X. I’m going stir-crazy. I should be out in the field with you.”

“If I don’t figure this out, you can take my place. I was at the opening ceremonies. It’s only a matter of time before I get sick and die along with everyone else.”

He looks down at the ground. “I don’t want you to die.”

“Let’s get inside then.”




We enter the small building and step into a cozy great room with a two-story stone fireplace, wood-paneled walls, and red Scottish plaid couches. 

Terrance and Olivia have turned the dining area into a makeshift office, their computers and cans of energy drinks filling the long farmhouse table.

“Have you found her yet?” I ask them. 

They both shake their heads in defeat, but The Bartender pops out of a nearby room. 

“I just did. Sophie Andersen is in London, living with a flatmate from her university days at St. Andrews. I texted you the address, but I want to know exactly where she will be when you arrive. I was coming out here to get everyone to help me cross-search social media.”

“That’s awesome. Thank you.”

“No way you’re going to get across the border,” Terrance says. “The military is—”

“I’m not going across the border,” I interrupt. “I’m going under it.”

A phone rings before he can question me further. Olivia answers it and pulls up Ares, who is in his Uncle Sam disguise, on a screen suspended from what appears to be the antlers of a large moose.

“Is Huntley there yet?” he asks as Olivia motions for me to stand in front of a video camera. 

“Yes, I’m here.”

“Must have been driving pretty fast,” he says with a laugh. “Your hunch was correct. The royal family owns a small farmhouse just a few kilometers across the border. We’ll arrange for a car to pick you up there and take you to a nearby airport for your charter flight into London.”

“Thank you. I’ll start looking for the tunnel.”

“I’ve already started searching,” Blake says, appearing in the kitchen from a hidden door. “No luck yet.”

“Have you seen a spotted dog anywhere?”

“They have two sweet retrievers here, on the property, but one is yellow, and the other is black. Neither have spots,” Terrance states.

Josh laughs out loud, but I stifle mine. For someone so intelligent, Terrance can be a bit of an airhead. 

“I believe there is a secret passageway leading to a tunnel that goes under the border and to the farmhouse. Lorenzo was taught a song when he was young. The spotted dog is your friend. Wag his tail then go to the end. Is there a war room here?”

“No,” Blake says, motioning for me to follow him. “But there is a study off the biggest bedroom.”

“I’ll help you look,” Josh says, giving me a wry smile. 

When we get there, I find this room to be so much more ornate than the rest of the rustic cottage. There is a large fireplace, oil paintings of majestic animals, and shelves filled with books.

“Here,” Josh says, standing in front of one of the bookcases. “There is a small collection of dog figurines.”

“Try moving their tails to see if anything happens, but the one at the palace is carved into the wall,” I say as my eyes are drawn to something else. 

Above the fireplace, ornately carved into marble, is a relief of Arcadia with Lorenzo the Magnificent’s Echelon crest scrolling from its edges. I imagine the first king coming to this room, opening a secret passage, and then making his way into Spain. 

It makes sense. If you were worried about attacks, you wouldn’t want to bring spies into your country. You’d have your meetings somewhere off-site.

I take a few steps forward, getting closer, and then smile as I scour the animals for a dog, finally finding one with its feet practically resting on top of the mantel and with a thick, stubby tail protruding toward me. 

But, when I try to wag the tail, it doesn’t budge. 

Another poem suddenly fills my head. 

All who enter 

Must bear the key. 

And keep it secret 

For all eternity. 

I run back to the great room, open my backpack, take out The Echelon ring, and slip it on my finger. 

I close my eyes, taking a deep breath and wondering what I’m even doing. A glance at my watch confirms, whatever it is, it needs to happen fast. 




Back in the study, I immediately find it. Engraved into a stone at the edge of the mural is the word Arcadia. Inside the C is the same indention as the ring—just like it was at the Sphere in Iraq.

I place the ring in the mark and turn the key, causing the wall next to the fireplace to slide open and reveal a passageway.
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“You found it!” Josh says.

I stand at the edge of the tunnel. 

Blake hands me a flashlight. “I’m coming with you.”

“Me, too,” Josh adds.

“I need to go meet the girl myself. If her dad was murdered and she has any indication, she might be a little skittish.”

Blake nods. “I suppose you are right. And I’m a little scary.”

“You’re not scary to me,” I say, throwing my arms around him in a hug. “You are scarred. We all are. Some of ours just don’t show on the outside.”

“I’m hot,” Josh says. “I might have an easier time talking to Sophie than you.”

“No,” I reply. “I’m going alone. I know that Olivia and Terrance are good with tech stuff, but you will always be a better detective than them. You were taught how to assemble clues in a way that makes sense for the situation. I need you here, making sure I get the information I really need.”

He nods. “All right.”

“Thanks.” I turn to Blake. “Will you come down the tunnel with me, just in case?”

“Of course,” he says. “And we’d better get going. Time is of the essence.”

“It is. Ares said it’s a couple kilometers. If we jog, we could make it in ten minutes.”

Blake doesn’t say anything in reply, just turns on another flashlight and starts running.




I’m breathing hard by the time we get to the end of the tunnel. Blake pulls a pistol from a holster at his side and motions for me to stop. It’s really sweet of him to want to go inside first. But, having done something similar before when armed gunmen were in the Montrovian palace, I’m pretty sure all he’s going to find is an empty home. 

And he does. 

“All clear,” he yells out.
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I step into the farmhouse, careful not to close the door to the tunnel. 

“Your driver is waiting outside,” Blake says. “Do you have a gun with you?”

“In my backpack along with extra magazines.”

“Good girl,” he says, grinning widely and reminding me of how, when I was little, I loved to do things that made him happy.

“Your smile hasn’t changed,” I tell him. 

“Thank you. I’m sorry I was gone so long. I honestly didn’t think you had survived. I read in the papers that you hadn’t. It wasn’t until I found Ares that I knew.”

“I know. And I appreciate it.”

“If anyone can do this,” he says, “you can, Calliope—uh, X—I mean, Huntley.”

That causes me to laugh as I head to the door. “Don’t worry; half the time, I don’t even know my own name.”




T-MINUS:18:23:16 




I’m in the car on the way to the local airport when I get a call from Daniel.

“Where are you? Allie has the rash now,” he says in a panicked tone. “As does Senator Vanderbilt’s entire family—his wife, Nancy, and his kids, Nathaniel, Austin, and Beatrice. You do realize they will all be dead soon. Just like my mom.”

“Do you have the rash yet, Daniel?” I ask, praying that he doesn’t.

“No.”

“Listen to me very carefully. Whatever you do, don’t let them give you the vaccine. I don’t have concrete proof yet, but I know enough. The vaccine is going to wipe out a lot of people.” 

“I heard you tell you know who that. He didn’t seem to agree. And he’s been talking to scientists, as has my father.”

“Daniel, you know how much I care about you. I wouldn’t have agreed to the whole fake engagement if I didn’t. Trust me, please.”

“Okay,” he says, but I’m not sure he’s convinced.

“Thank you.” I lower my voice. “On the way out of the hospital, I ran into Belinda Smith. Bella passed away this morning.”

“No,” Daniel says, his voice cracking. “She had just gotten well, a clean bill of health.”

“I know.”

“Come back to the hospital. Who cares about Lizzie and freaking Lorenzo’s heir to the throne?”

“He lied to me, Daniel. Swore they never slept together.”

“She lied to me, too,” he says sadly. “Where are you anyway? Did you go back to the villa?”

“Don’t tell anyone, but I’m in Spain.”

“How did you do that?” he whispers. “The borders are closed. The news is showing military from other countries patrolling it.”

“I snuck out. I’m crafty like that,” I tease, but then I get serious. “Actually, Daniel, I snuck out because I’m trying to do something your mother asked me to do before she died. She sort of sent me on a mission.”

“What?” he says, but I don’t want to say anything further, so I end the call as the words she wrote echo through my head. 

Please save my son.




T-MINUS:15:28:43




The flight to London takes roughly three hours, but because of the time-zone change, I gain an hour. Unfortunately, it’s not reflected in the amount of time until the vaccines are given to all those in Montrovia. 

It’s half past five when I land at the London City Airport, and then I’m shuttled via helicopter closer to town. 

From there, a cab takes me to Sloane Street in Knightsbridge. This time of day, the streets should be packed with commuters, the sidewalks bustling with activity, and the pubs filled with those having a pint after their workday. Although there are people out and about and shops are still open, it’s obvious a lot of Londoners have chosen to stay in their homes.

Thanks to my recent day out with Blair Bessemer, I know that Sloane Street is one of the world’s most luxurious shopping streets. Harrods is a few blocks away, but this is where you can go direct to the designer. I pass Louis Vuitton, Jimmy Choo, Givenchy, Gucci, Versace, Bvlgari, Dolce & Gabbana, Valentino, Armani, Chanel, Prada, and Hermes—modern storefronts set in between chic brick townhouses. It’s crazy to think the girl who used to wear nothing but black workout clothing has since worn each and every designer on this street at least once—Gucci and Dolce & Gabbana being my personal favorites. 

Part of me would like to pop in each store and pretend that I’m here for fun.

That lives aren’t hanging in the balance. 

But they are. 

There were certain words at Blackwood Academy that we weren’t allowed to say. Failure being top on the list along with words like defeat, loss, or downfall. Although some might suggest we were brainwashed, I don’t necessarily agree. We were taught the proper mindset for success. When the stakes are high, you do have to be able to bottle up your emotions. You can’t take no for an answer. You can never give up. 

That is probably why I am here. 

Because I refuse to give up. I refuse to let this go. 

And it’s because of the things that I learned from my mother as a child, combined with lessons I was taught at Blackwood. I learned that using your head didn’t just mean brainpower; it meant listening to your body—your intuition, your senses, your gut. Those initial reactions where your body acts before you can process the information will often save your life. 

They certainly saved Lorenzo’s on more than one occasion.

Lorenzo.

It’s amazing how thinking one single word, one fairly common name, can cause everything in your heart and your mind to shift. 

To make you doubt the truth. 

To make you doubt your feelings. 

To make you doubt your love.

I shake those thoughts out of my head and keep walking. 

Further down the road, I pass the Peruvian Embassy and then come to a surprisingly modern structure set in the midst of this classically London street, which I discover is the Danish Embassy. 

I pause in front of it, wondering if there is anything Crown Prince Kresten of Denmark could do to help me in this situation. He and the team of Special Forces he brought were so helpful during the Olympic Ball when we feared a coup would take place.

Although I can’t think of anything I specifically need at the moment, I text him anyway. Who knows what the next few hours will hold?




Me: It’s Huntley. I’m standing in front of the Danish Embassy in London. Made me think of you.




Kresten: When did you leave the country? 




Me: A few hours ago. 




Kresten: And how did you get out? I have men there who even I can’t bring home.




Me: Lizzie is pregnant with the Montrovian heir. 




Kresten: Despite the chaos going on in our world, that news has reached my country. I’m sure you are quite upset. Are you sick?




Me: Not yet. What about you?




Kresten: Although I was irritated about it at the time, I am now thankful that my packed schedule only afforded me time to fly in and out for the ball, so I wasn’t able to attend the opening ceremonies. 




Me: Good, because I might need your help with something. Possibly. Depending.




Kresten: Why do I get the feeling you are not shopping the designer stores on Sloane Street?




Me: Is your country planning to force its citizens to take the vaccines? 




Kresten: Yes. As are all countries around the world. Our death toll is small so far, but people are getting sick, and we are told they will die. Lorenzo informed me that he himself took the vaccine to test it before he gave it to his people. I understand he is feeling better than ever.




Me: That should concern him. Kresten, I am in London to track down the daughter of the scientist who I believe created this disease. There is a small but powerful group of men who want to end the world as we know it. I think the vaccines, if given, will kill off more than 90% of the world’s population. 




Kresten: That sounds like some crazy conspiracy theory … 




Me: One that I wholeheartedly believe to be true. 




Kresten: You don’t have much time to find her then. 




I don’t reply. It was silly of me to text him. Deep down, I know I was hoping Kresten would tell me that his best friend hadn’t slept with Lizzie. That he was too in love with me to do so. That he never would have betrayed me in that way. That the baby was really Daniel’s. That Lorenzo only said what he did because I’d told him and Lizzie to lie about being together. 

But he didn’t. 

He only noted that I was understandably upset.

Ugh. I punch a fist into my other hand in frustration.

I’m being ridiculous, I think as I march past the embassy and toward Hans Place Gardens, where the girl lives. But, just as I’m about to turn the corner onto Hans Street, a storefront catches my attention and knocks the wind right out of me.

When Blair and I were shopping for wedding dresses, we started on Sloane Street but then went over to Brompton Road and down numerous side streets. For someone who is normally acutely aware of her surroundings, I realize that, for once in my life, I didn’t really pay attention. 

I smile, remembering what those few precious moments felt like and how I was nothing more than a carefree girl in love, who found a wedding dress that made her heart sing. 

Tears threaten, but I shake them away. I don’t have time for them. 

Not now.
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I’m now standing in front of the address where Sophie Andersen is supposed to be living. I study the building, wondering what my next move will be. I take my phone out and make a call. I need more information before I decide on how to proceed. 

“I’m at the address The Bartender gave me,” I say when Ares answers. “Has the team learned anything new?”

He lets out a deep sigh. “A little, but there’s something I need to tell you first.”

“Okay, shoot.”

“I just got word that your brother has the rash. And we’ve still heard nothing from The Society.”

I close my eyes and take a steadying breath. This isn’t how this was supposed to go down. Ari should be here, helping me. Us both solving this together.

I have a moment of self-doubt, wondering what I’m missing. Wondering if my mother was wrong. Wondering if this wasn’t caused by The Echelon. 

And wondering if I should just give up and die along with everyone else.

Because, if there is no plan to save Society members, that means they weren’t behind it.

“I’m going to turn your call over to Terrance,” Ares says, his voice carrying an element of defeat. He only recently discovered his children and is coming to terms with the fact that it was all for naught. Both Ari and I will die soon. “He has a few details to discuss with you.”

“Terrance here,” Terrance says, his voice coming over the line in a businesslike tone. “The flat we believe Sophie is living in is owned by a young heiress named Madelyn Hightower. Madelyn’s father manufactured a line of acoustic protection, like earplugs and earmuffs used in noisy workplace environments—not that it matters. I was just wondering how a recent university graduate could afford a five-million-dollar flat located in a famous London crescent. Back to the particulars. The building has twenty-four-hour concierge, outstanding security, lifts, and valet parking. There is also what’s touted as a large, secure underground parking space. Flat is on the third floor, southeast corner of the building. I’m thinking you can get in by—”

“Thanks, Terrance,” I say, interrupting him. “I’ll take it from here.”

“Are you going to scale the fire escape and break in?”

“Probably not.”




Attempting a break-in during daylight hours doesn’t make much sense, particularly since many people are probably at home. Instead, I go inside the beautiful, old building, which features a posh marble floor and leather-couch-furnished foyer. To my right is the mentioned concierge desk with a sharply dressed young man on the phone behind it.

He gives my outfit a once-over, his eyes lingering on my handbag and shoes as opposed to my body. Pretty sure he’s not interested in me from a physical standpoint, but I do think he is coveting my Versace off-the-runway, boldly printed, and embellished silk-twill shorts and low-cut silk blouse. His eyes slide down to the soft black leather 4G Logo Givenchy mules that I’m wearing and then back up, clearly fancying my Dolce & Gabbana Devotion bag with its distinctive gold heart detailing and chain.

Once again, I’m thankful for Dr. Kate’s shopping and that I am clad head to toe in some of the designer brands I passed on my way here. 

He holds up a finger to me, indicating he’s almost done with his call. 

While he’s preoccupied, I locate each surveillance camera in the room. For a place that boasts outstanding security, I’m not very impressed. One camera is focused on the entrance to track who’s coming and going. There’s another aimed at the desk, probably making sure jobs are being done properly.

There is a couch flanked by two chairs on the wall opposite the desk. I do another quick scan just to be sure, but it is an area deemed not important enough to watch, and it appears, once you get past the entry, no additional security is in place. Although, at this point, I really don’t care what is recorded, and anything that is, more than likely, can be wiped by Olivia. 

When the concierge hangs up, he says, “May I be of assistance, miss?”

“Yes, I am here to see Sophie Andersen.”

He squints his eyes. 

“Three-B,” I add. “She’s staying with Maddy.”

“I see,” he says, looking down at a logbook. “Your name, please.”

“Huntley Von Allister.”

His eyes go wide in recognition. I guess, sometimes, it does pay to be in the tabloids. 

“I’m afraid neither is currently home,” he states.

“Oh, I know. They said you’d let me in.”

“I’m sorry,” he says, looking taken aback. “They didn’t leave notice of such.”

“Probably forgot to call.” I let tears well up in my eyes. “I literally just spoke to Maddy. Told her I was here in London. I didn’t plan to come, but I just”—I let the tears fall and emotion fill my voice, not that it takes much pretending on my part—“found out the guy I’m in love with got someone else pregnant after he swore he didn’t sleep with her.”

“Wait!” The concierge stutters, “Are … you … saying that the First Son knocked up someone?” 

He’s practically salivating, probably wanting to call a reporter and be an anonymous source. 

Might as well give it all to him. 

“The truth is, even though I’m engaged to Daniel Spear, I’m still in love with King Lorenzo of Montrovia. I know it’s dumb, but Lorenzo swore to me that he wouldn’t sleep with Lizzie until after they were married. And very recently—before, you know, the disease that’s threatening to kill everyone—Lorenzo told me he still loved me and was going to break his engagement and marry me instead. When I found out Lizzie was pregnant and that he lied to me, I snuck out of the country. I’m not sick, by the way, and I wasn’t at the opening ceremonies, so you don’t have to worry, but I flew here on my jet. I called Maddy, and she told me I could crash here. And that, when she got back, we’d go out. And drink. A lot. So, if you could please just take me up there and let me in, I promise not to throw myself off the balcony before she returns.”

The concierge hands me a linen handkerchief to wipe my eyes. “I’m so sorry for what you’re going through, but I’m afraid I can’t let you in without specific consent.”

I consider leaving, having Olivia hack into Madelyn’s phone and call and pretend to be her, but I really don’t have time for that. 

“All right,” I say, dramatically moving across the room and plopping down on the couch in a designer-clad heap. I cry out, “I’ll just have to wait here then.”

When, as planned, he comes to sit next to me—either to offer comfort or get the rest of the scoop—I wrap my arm around his neck and perform a simple mixed martial arts submission hold known as the rear naked choke, which is often called a sleeper hold. Basically, I’m compressing his carotid arteries without crushing his airway. 

Within seconds, he loses consciousness. 

I quickly move him to a lying position so that it looks like he simply dozed off, grab the master key card from his wrist, and run to the stairs before he comes to in a few seconds.

When he does, more than likely, he will be confused as to why he is on the couch. Our conversation will seem like just a dream. If not, I’ll have to use something with longer-lasting effects—like one of the tranquilizer darts. 

I rush up the stairs and let myself into the girls’ apartment. It’s spacious and beautifully decorated in soft neutrals, but there isn’t much in the way of personalization yet. I skip the master bedroom for now, going straight to the second bedroom, which should be Sophie’s room. 

There are a few personal effects spread haphazardly on a desk in the corner and a neat walk-in closet organized with designer clothing.

After a thorough search of the entire flat, I come up empty, finding nothing of note other than a refrigerator stocked with only champagne and caviar and the fact that there is no luggage in Sophie’s room—which I find kind of odd. 

If she came here after her dad was killed, wouldn’t she have a suitcase?

And, even if she shipped her clothing here, which would have taken the kind of foresight I don’t think she had, most young people in the UK enjoy traveling around Europe—particularly those who enjoy living in five-million-dollar flats—but maybe one of the Louis Vuitton suitcases in Madelyn’s closet is Sophie’s.

When I decide I’ve seen enough, I go back down the way I came, via the stairs, but instead of leaving through the front entrance, I exit through the parking garage. 

I’m suddenly very worried that Sophie isn’t even here.
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Outside the building, I take my phone out of my bag, intending to call Terrance. Instead, I see that I have a few texts from Daniel.




Daniel: The situation here continues to worsen. Since we last spoke, your brother and my father have both developed the rash. The Vice President is trying to have my dad removed from the presidency because he believes Dad’s not capable of making decisions when he’s afflicted with the disease. Sounds like Congress is going to approve it. 




Daniel: I can’t lose my dad, too.




Daniel: Huntley, I need you. Please talk to me.




I want to reply. To say something to console him. But I have nothing. 

And certainly no good news.

So, I call Terrance. 

“I got in. There’s nothing there. Not a single clue. Can’t you track Sophie’s cell phone and tell me exactly where she is?”

“We’re not finding any cell phone activity for Sophie—unusual for someone of her age. We think she’s using a burner phone.”

“That would mean she’s afraid to be traced through her phone because she’s in danger. It’s certainly not because she can’t afford a calling plan.”

“We agree,” Olivia adds. “It looks like she turned it off and took out the SIM card the same night her father was killed.”

“Have you been able to track her movements after that? What about her credit cards? The CCTV cameras in London? Can’t you do some facial recognition wizardry to find her?”

“Her credit cards have had no activity since that night either. The only reason we found out where she was staying is because of a post Madelyn made about her old university flatmate being in town, but she didn’t tag her.”

“That means Madelyn knows something, too. Do you know where she is?”

“We do not. Madelyn has also turned off her phone. We do know, however, based on an online invitation that she RSVP’d to a month ago, that she will be attending a friend’s divorce party tonight at nine o’clock. Address is being texted to you now. In the meantime, you have a little time to kill,” he says, ending the call.

And, somehow, my feet know exactly where to go.




T-MINUS:13:19:33




It’s late, way past typical closing time, but there are lights on and people milling about inside the boutique, so I take a chance and pull the door open. 

“Your invitation, please,” a black-suited man says to me.

“Um, I don’t have one. I just happen to be in town. Thought I’d stop by.”

“I’m sorry,” he says, “but I’m afraid this is a private event. Invitation only.”

“Does that mean Thomas is here?” I ask, not giving up. 

“I’m afraid I’m not at liberty to answer that,” he says, very quickly getting irritated with me.

I raise my chin and stand up a little straighter. “I would greatly appreciate it if you would tell Thomas that Huntley Von Allister is here and she would love to personally convey all the compliments she got on the dress he’d sent for her to wear to the Olympic Ball in Montrovia.”

The doorman’s eyes get big. He doesn’t say anything, just rushes off. 

A few seconds later, he returns with the designer.

“Huntley, so nice to see you,” Thomas says, giving me cheek kisses. 

“I’m sorry about the late hour. I was nearby and had some time to kill, and to be honest, I can’t stop thinking about that dress. Is there any chance that it’s still here?”

“Not only is it here, darling, but it is also nearly complete. Come, come,” he says, taking my hand and leading me to the back room. 

When he pushes the double doors open, there is my dream dress on a form, the massive floral train spread out across the room. 

I walk around the dress in awe. It’s even prettier and more ornate than when I first saw it. The full skirt and train of the gown are now covered in scattered rosettes along with heavy beading. Extra layers of nude and dusty-pink tulle under the skirt give the dress dimension and a beautiful glow. The top has a deep V-neckline that plunges to the waist in both the front and the back as the floral elements of the skirt meander upward—like flowers would if they were growing on a vine. 

“Very regal, don’t you think?” the designer asks. 

“It definitely is,” I reply, my eyes getting misty. “Can I—could I … possibly try it on?”

“Most certainly,” he says.




A few minutes later, I’m standing in front of a wall of mirrors in the dream dress. Blair spoke of having a bridal moment when we were shopping. I remember how happy she looked—the smile on her face, the tears in her eyes, and the way she twirled around—and I know that I’m feeling the same way. 

I don’t ever want to take this dress off.

Thomas is fussing around with the gown, straightening the train and slightly pulling it in at the waist. “Of course, we’ll need to alter it to fit you perfectly. And, if you get married in a traditional church setting, I could add illusion sleeves and fill in the décolletage area. We’re still not completely done with the hand-beading on the three-meter train, but it is close. We’ve already logged in more than five thousand hours, perfecting this creation. Let me call for the veil, so you can see the full effect.”

A group of six women enter the room, carrying silk tulle like it’s a sacred scroll.

“Because the dress is so ornate, I designed a very simple veil,” Thomas explains. “The edge is outlined with a single bead-line of Swarovski crystals.” He takes my hair in his hands, twists it into a bun, attaches the veil, and then steps back to admire his work. “Perfection.”

“It’s kind of crazy that I’m considering buying it with everything that is going on in the world,” I comment, mostly to myself. Because this is crazy. 

But, at the same time, it feels so incredibly right.

“Especially in Montrovia,” Thomas says, lowering his head. “I fear for King Lorenzo’s country.”

“As do I.” 

When I turn to look at the back of the dress, I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror. 

“You’re beaming,” Thomas says. “This is your dress?”

“Someone recently told me that, when you find a dream dress, you should buy it even if you don’t have an occasion to wear it for. I don’t know when I will get married, who I will marry, or even if we’ll all survive this virus, but you’re right. I am beaming in the midst of it all. So, I’d say that means this is most definitely my dress.”

I can picture the fairy tale I had in my head. Lorenzo and I standing on the balcony on our wedding day, waving to the crowd. Me in this dress. 

The dream that I didn’t think could die. 

The dream that was shattered to pieces today.

But, as I gaze at myself in this dress, I realize that’s not what this dress symbolizes. 

It’s not about him. 

It’s about me. About finding love. About allowing myself to fall in love. About trusting someone.

And about having emotional entanglements.

I understand now why I was supposed to avoid them. They add a messiness to your life. They can be a distraction. 

They can also be the thing that drives you. 

To help you keep going when all seems lost. 

I wouldn’t be here, looking for Sophie, if it wasn’t for love. 

The logical part of my brain keeps telling me that the baby could be Daniel’s. That Lorenzo could have been lying because I’d told him to pretend that he and Lizzie were together until after the crisis in Montrovia passed. 

But it wasn’t just the words that came out of his mouth. 

It was the look on his face. 

The kind of look that could break your heart.

Regardless, I find myself driven to save him.

Just one more time. 

I think loving someone is like living on a fault line. Most of the time, things go smoothly. Occasionally, there are little tremors—a shaking of the ground to remind you that life is precious and finite. 

The tremors also reinforce the notion that, no matter how hard you might try, you’re not in control. Because the tremors are a sign of movement in the plates underneath the ground. 

An indication of the earthquake to follow. 

The first tremor in our relationship was Lorenzo telling me I was dismissed when he was upset about his mother. The second came when he took the vaccine, basically committing suicide in front of me. 

But that wasn’t the worst of what was to come. 

Hearing Lorenzo say that Lizzie was carrying the Montrovian heir to the throne was a twelve on my Richter scale. A twelve would be something known as a MegaQuake. Something scientists say can’t actually exist, for the magnitude of an earthquake is directly related to the length of the fault on which it occurs. 

Back in the sixties, the Gran terremoto de Chile—the Great Chilean earthquake—recorded a nine-point-five on a fault with a length of over six hundred miles. They say there is no fault line known to exist that will generate a magnitude of ten.

And they say, if one did exist, that it would extend across most of the world. 

And that makes sense since Lorenzo is at the epicenter of my world. 

I know that I probably shouldn’t love him further, but my feelings for him are so strong that they haven’t disappeared. 

Maybe, over time, they will, but until then, I continue to feel the aftershocks—little dangerous and unpredictable movements in my earth, the kind that can collapse what was damaged in the earthquake.

That is probably why I’m standing here, in a wedding dress, even though I know a tsunami is right behind the quake. One massive wave that will wipe out everyone I care about.

“Great love takes great faith,” the designer says. “I see brides brimming with love every day. But the thing I wonder is if love is enough.”

“No, it’s not,” I say. “You need great trust, too.”

“To great trust,” he says, handing me a flute filled with champagne. 

I honestly have no idea why I’m going to toast. Probably because there is a part of me that refuses to let the dream die. 

A part of me that can’t do this unless I trick myself into believing we still have a chance—of survival, of marriage, of having everything. 

I hold my glass out and clink his, hoping for some kind of sign. Some message from a power greater than me that I can find Sophie. 

That she will have answers. 

And that we can stop this. 

Somehow.

I put the glass to my lips and take a drink.

When I swallow, my throat hurts.

Not the kind of message I was looking for.
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Although there aren’t many people on the streets tonight, the small pub is crowded. There’s an old Premier League game on the television, and if you didn’t know about the virus spreading around the globe, you wouldn’t discover it here. 

It’s a nice reprieve from the real world, which I suppose is the point.

At a little before nine, I manage to snag a seat at the end of the bar that allows me to keep an eye on the entrance. It’s not an ideal location, as my back is fully exposed to the area where the kitchen and restrooms are, but since I’m not expecting anyone to attack me, I try not to worry about it. 

I spy a couple of girls who have commandeered four tables in the center of the room, more than likely holding them for the upcoming divorce party.

The bartender says, “Fancy a pint?”

I nod my head in response even though I’m not a fan of beer. “Yes, please.”

When he sets my filled-to-the-brim glass in front of me, a group of girls comes into the pub, one who is wearing a sash proclaiming her as a new divorcée as well as a large button suggesting she’s looking for a shag. 

And I can’t help but smile. 
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Forty-two minutes, five goals, and three thwarted hit-ons later, I’m still sitting at the bar, nursing my pint. 

Neither Madelyn nor Sophie has shown up. 

The divorce party, however, seems to be a raving success with nearly twenty in attendance, who are already on their second round of pints and have just ordered a third round of shots. Apparently, a divorce party equals getting drunk as fast as possible. 

I’m about to text Terrance and beg for more help when the door opens, and Madelyn saunters in alone. I immediately recognize her from her social media photos. She’s got a model-thin figure and a mane of brunette hair that cascades in curls down her back. She’s dressed head to toe in a matching Dolce & Gabbana dress, bag, and shoes, looking like she came straight from a tea party. The girls in the group squeal upon her arrival and have her bellied up to the bar for a shot in no time. 

I take a moment to study all of those in attendance a little closer, wondering if Sophie could be wearing a disguise. But she has a heart-shaped face and distinctive pale blue eyes that would be hard not to recognize even if she had dyed her hair—which, thanks to Hollywood, is the first thing people think to do if they are ever on the run. And, while a change of color makes you harder to spot at a quick glance, it’s not going to fool a professional. 

Sophie Andersen is not here. And I don’t think she’s coming, so I consider my next move—getting Madelyn to talk.

There are a lot of techniques I could use to get her to tell me where Sophie is. I could tranquilize, kidnap, and then interrogate. I could threaten, injure, and force. I could even torture. All things I was trained to do and probably should do to speed up the process. 

Except that I don’t want to hurt this girl. 

So, I sit here and wait for a little while longer.
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Even though it’s not technically the actual time, when the countdown on my watch reads that I have eleven hours, eleven minutes, and eleven seconds before the vaccines are given in Montrovia, I make a wish. 

Please let me find Sophie.

I’d like to ask for her to have answers and a cure, but I hope it’s more powerful to ask for a single thing. I pay my tab, deciding it’s time to join the party. 

When I was at Blackwood Academy, we read the autobiography of Stanislav Lunev, a high-ranking Soviet spy who defected to the United States. In the book, Through the Eyes of the Enemy, he mentions that the reason he was so good at what he did is because he followed a simple rule. One that has always stuck with me. The best spy will be everyone’s best friend, not a shadowy figure in the corner.

Time for me to start doing just that.

“You girls look like you are having so much fun,” I say to the girl with the sash. “I wish you the best.”

“Thank you so much,” she gushes. “You’re sweet. Have a shot with me.”

“I’d love to.”

“My goodness, you are so pretty,” the divorcée says. “Are you here alone?”

“Yeah, recent breakup.”

“Oh, girl, I feel you. I’m Leslie, by the way. What did he do?”

“Got another girl pregnant.”

“Oh, Madelyn, come here,” she says. “We can all be heartbreak mates.”

Madelyn does as asked, and I stick my hand out. “Hey, I’m Huntley.”

“Why are we going to be heartbreak mates?” Madelyn asks Leslie.

“Because we are three smart and gorgeous women who were cheated on. What is this world coming to? It would be one thing if Chad had traded up, found someone prettier or skinnier than me, but, no, he goes for some basic twat because she gets him. And poor Madelyn here was with her beau through uni, and just when she was expecting a proposal, he broke up with her to go to some third-world country to find himself—oh, Sheila is here. You two talk.”

Madelyn appraises me. “I’ve seen you in the tabloids.”

“Yeah.” I roll my eyes. 

“Leslie is pretty drunk already. Although I suppose, with everything going on in both the world and her life, why shouldn’t she be?”

“Maybe we all should be. I ordered a pint but couldn’t stomach it. My breakup is pretty fresh.”

“And you just ruined all my fantasies about the extremely fit Daniel Spear. Who did he get pregnant?”

“I think I’m going to need that shot first,” I tell her.

She goes over to the bar, orders shots, and brings them back. “To love,” she toasts.

“To love? Why would you toast to that?”

“Because, without love, there is no hope for our world,” she replies.

I suck in a breath, her words touching me deeply. 

“I feel the same way.” I take her shot glass and set both it and mine on the table. “And I’m here tonight not because of a bad breakup—although that did happen—but because I need to talk to Sophie. I know she’s been staying with you.” 

The change in her demeanor is instant. She’s scared. 

“How—”

“Did she tell you anything about the time she lived in Iraq?”

“She said she hated it. Her mom had died, and there was sand everywhere.”

“That’s where we met. My mother had a meeting with her father. Not long after, she was murdered. I know Sophie’s father died recently, and I don’t believe it was an accident.  A man like her father, if he knew he was in danger, I know he would have left Sophie something important. She’s on the run, right? Are there people after her?”

Madelyn nods. “She hasn’t turned on her phone since it happened. Men came to her house and ransacked the place. She was lucky to get out alive.”

“She told me her dad was like a superhero because he was able to fight viruses. I believe there are evil men in this world. I believe they took one of his discoveries and unleashed it on the world for one reason—to force the mandatory vaccines. And I believe that it’s the vaccines that will kill off most of the population.”

“She doesn’t know what to do,” Madelyn says, tears filling her eyes. “She’s so scared.”

“Does she have information about the disease? Did her father leave her something?”

“I think so. Maybe.” She nods. “Two days after he died, I received a post from her father. Inside was an envelope with Sophie’s name on it. I hadn’t heard about the accident, and when I couldn’t get ahold of her, I set the letter aside. I figured she was traveling and that I’d hear from her when she got back. She showed up at my flat a short time later.”

“Where is she now?”

“I can’t tell you. She swore me to secrecy. I’ve said too much already. I have to go,” she says, rushing out of the pub.

I take a deep breath. 

There’s no need to follow her. I know where she’s going.
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The fact that I showed up at the pub and not at her home means that Madelyn will assume I don’t know where she lives and will feel safe going there. More than likely, she has a throwaway cell phone that she will use to contact Sophie. I’m hoping that, if she does, Sophie will remember me. Maybe even request to see me.

I’m also hoping, for Madelyn’s sake, that this doesn’t get ugly. I don’t want to hurt her, but if I don’t find Sophie, she’ll die soon anyway. 

M’s smiling face pops into my head. We lived together for two years, and she was the closest thing I ever had to a real friend. I really wish Black X had taught her how to keep her mouth shut. She should have known I was working undercover. And she should have known better.

And so should Madelyn. 

I understand secrets. I learned to thrive on them. But I also understand there are times when you need to trust someone with what you know—particularly times like now, when our world is in jeopardy. 




I leave the pub and walk back to Madelyn’s building where I take a seat on a nearby bench. I have a feeling Madelyn might come back out and lead me straight to Sophie.

While I’m waiting, I get a call from Intrepid. 

“The Society sent another message,” he says. “It’s not good.”

“What did it say?”

“They have acquired a special supply of vaccines that are of a slightly stronger dose than what will be administered to the general public. Each member, as well as the one hundred people on their lists, will have their vaccines delivered directly to their doorstep via drone for their convenience.”

“That means, they know how to cure it. We just—”

“I’m not done yet,” he interrupts. “It also said that, for those in Montrovia, they are sorry, but they cannot get into the country, and they suggest members take the vaccine that will be made available to them.”

“They are going to kill off everyone in Montrovia,” I say in stunned shock. “Even their members?”

“It appears so.”

“You need to get some of their special supply! It must be the real cure.”

“We don’t believe that to be the case,” Ares says, surprising me. 

I didn’t realize I was on speaker, but I’m glad to know they are still working together to try to unravel this mess.

“What do you mean?” I ask.

“I might have hacked into a certain World Health Organization’s database. Here’s what we know. A deadly disease was spread at the opening ceremonies, for which there is no known cure. If there were, The Society would find a way to save those of us here. That means that it was the point of the sword—the start of the attack. They needed people to die so that the vaccines would be given worldwide. If the disease was going to actually spread globally and kill everyone, why would they even need the vaccine?”

“Because it won’t,” I say in understanding. “Has anyone who wasn’t at the opening ceremonies actually died?”

“Not from what I can tell. Their plan worked. They even have scientists panicked,” Intrepid says.

“So, in other words, whatever they are sending to Society members is neither vaccine nor cure.”

“That’s our theory,” Ares says. “It must be a placebo or a simple vitamin shot. The instructions mentioned taking the shot upon its arrival and then retreating to their vaults until the all-clear is given.”

“That probably won’t be until a lot of people are dead,” I surmise.

“Exactly,” Intrepid says. “And think about how many world leaders were at the opening ceremonies. Their deaths alone will change the political landscape of the world.”

“Nearly everyone I care about was there. And not only did Lorenzo attend, but he also took the vaccine. Are you saying that they will all die, and there’s nothing we can do to stop it?”

“You were there, too,” Ares reminds me. “Are you ill yet?”

I swallow, testing my throat. Still sore, but I say, “Not so far. What do you think it means for Lorenzo?” 

Ares sighs audibly. “I would expect that he will die very soon. That the combination of being exposed to the virus at the opening ceremonies and taking the vaccine will speed up the process. Any luck finding the girl?”

“Not so far,” I say before I end the call.
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I’m considering my next move when I notice two men dressed in black enter Madelyn’s building. While it’s not a full eight-man team, the guys have the same look as the other Echelon mercenaries I’ve recently seen.

That means one thing: her phone was tapped, and she made a call. 

I spring into action, sprinting across the street. I stand with my back against the front facade and then carefully peek into the foyer. The men aren’t visible. 

The old door squeaks upon my entrance, but no one is there to notice. As I make my way further into the posh foyer, I discover a bloodstain on the wall behind where the concierge usually stands. I don’t need to look to know what happened. The men entered the building and dispensed of him without thought.

I take the stairs, not wanting the dinging elevator to announce my presence on Madelyn’s floor. I’m almost to the top when the door for the third floor opens, and a woman rushes in. 

“There’s something bad going on in the apartment next to me. I heard a girl screaming!” she says.

“Did you call the police?” 

“No, I was going to ask the concierge to investigate.”

“The concierge was shot.” I hand her my phone and hit the button for Intrepid. “The man you’re going to talk to works for MI6. Please tell him everything you know and get out of the building until the authorities arrive. I’ll get my phone from you later.”

“Ohmigosh. Okay,” she says, clutching her robe to her chest as she flees down the stairs. 

I open the fire door to the third floor and hear Madelyn cry out. 

I don’t waste any time. I slam my hand onto the concrete wall in the stairwell, causing the spike to come out of the setting of my black diamond ring. I click the Givenchy flats I’m wearing on the floor, each one equipped with a knife at the toe. I set my bag down. Even though it can be turned into a small bomb equal to three grenades, I don’t want to kill the innocent people living here. 

So, I move. 

Madelyn’s door is standing open, the mercenaries not caring to be subtle. No one is in the main living area, which tells me both men are in her bedroom. That, and I can hear them talking—well, interrogating her by asking a question and then slapping her when she doesn’t respond. 

I could go in there, but then it would be two against one in very tight quarters. 

It might be better to play this another way. 

I yell out, “Madelyn! Are you okay? I thought I heard you scream, and your front door is wide open!”

I hear a muffled scream and a deep voice whisper, “Go take care of that.”

The next thing I see is a gun, held out in front of a man coming out of the hallway opening. I’m standing flat against the wall separating the living room from the bedroom. The second I see the gun, I knock it from the man’s hand, so I don’t end up like the concierge.

The man is surprised but recovers quickly, barreling toward me, assuming that his strength is his greatest asset. I simply move my hand upward in a way that looks like I’m trying to protect myself from a blow to the head but instead causes the poisoned spike to connect with his chin—the spike that causes paralysis and then death.

It works quickly, the man toppling to the ground. I leap over his body and rush into the bedroom. Madelyn is duct-taped to a wooden desk chair, and the second mercenary is moving away from her, toward the door, wondering why his partner hasn’t returned. 

He sees me and reaches for the pistol holstered at his hip. I throw my arm out, my knuckles connecting with his face, tearing a gash above the bone over his right eye. I follow it up with quick blows to his kidneys. 

But the man isn’t fazed. 

He comes at me with a barrage of punches. One connects, hitting my cheekbone and making him feel as if he has the upper hand. He grins and then pushes me hard, causing me to fall, but just before I hit the ground, I swing my foot in a circular motion, the blade on my shoe slicing both his trousers and the skin on his upper thigh. 

I don’t manage to hit an artery though, and all it seems to do is piss him off more. He lets out a guttural growl and moves closer to me. I know what’s coming next—debilitating kicks to the head, meaning I must move fast. 

I tuck and roll in a neat somersault, his leg slashing through the air and causing him to lose his balance and slam into the wall behind him. It’s at that moment I leap for the pistol on the floor.

Afraid of me getting the gun, he jumps toward it, but he’s too late. I roll away from him with the gun in my hand.

He lunges at me just as I fire three successive shots to his chest, stopping him in his tracks and killing him dead.

Madelyn screams.

I tuck the gun in the back of my pants, run to the kitchen, grab a pair of scissors, and then go into the bedroom.

“It’s you!” Madelyn says, mixed emotions crossing her face. I can tell she’s both happy I’m here and worried that I am. “Cut this tape off of me. We need to get out of here in case more men are coming.”

But I don’t. 

Instead, I pace in a circle around the chair. 

“I’m not doing anything until you tell me where Sophie is.” 

“How did you know how to kill them?” she asks.

“I went to a special school, and I know why those men showed up. As soon as you got home, you called her, didn’t you?”

“Yes,” she says. “I’m only supposed to call her with a burner phone, but I was flustered and used the phone in my flat.”

“That means, they had tapped your phone and heard everything you said to her.”

“She didn’t answer. I had to leave a message.”

“What did you say?” 

“That someone was asking about her tonight. That I was scared.”

“Did you mention my name? Any other details?”

“No, I was very vague,” she replies as I notice an overnight bag lying open on the closet floor.

“You packed a bag. Where were you going?”

“To see her. We have a code thing set up—a place I can go, so she will know if it’s safe.”

“Do you understand now that you are in danger?” I ask her, pointing at the dead man. “Do you believe me?” 

“Yes,” she says, tears filling her eyes.

“That’s why you must tell me everything. It’s the only way I can help protect you both.”

And, thankfully, she does.

Once she’s spilled out the truth, I cut her loose and say, “Since the message you left Sophie was short, they wouldn’t have been able to pinpoint her exact location, but they will get close enough. I need to go help her.”

“I’m coming with you,” Madelyn says. Her eyes are full of tears. She’s scared. But she’s willing to risk her life for her friend. 

And, for that, I admire her.

“No, it’s much too dangerous. Do you have somewhere you could go hide out for a few days? Somewhere not in London?”

“My grandmother has a cottage up in the Lake District. I could drive there.”

“They might have tagged your car with a tracking device. Actually, come downstairs with me. I have an idea.”

She grabs her bag, and we take the stairs down to the lobby. 

“You wait here,” I tell her as I run out the front door, finding the woman with my phone. 

“Help is on the way,” she says. 

“It’s okay. The men are dead. And Madelyn is safe.”

“Oh, thank goodness,” she says, handing me my phone. “He has a very sexy voice.”

“Yes, he does. I have to go, but would you wait inside with Madelyn until help arrives?”

“Of course I will.”

“Oh, and tell her the men will take her somewhere very safe.”

“If that man on the phone is going to be there, I might have to escort her.”

“You should do that,” I say before taking off in a sprint toward the nearest train station. 
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Once I’m on the train, I call the villa. 

Intrepid answers. 

“I need a cleanup in aisle four,” I say, trying to make light of the situation even though my cheek is sore and my throat is killing me—probably literally.

“That woman you told to call me was a hoot. I’ve got two agents currently on the scene. They’ll be taking her and Madelyn to a safe house to ride this out. The mercenaries’ bodies are being discreetly removed from the premises and will be identified ASAP.”

“Thank you. Can you tell Ares that I’m on a train, headed to the heliport, and I’ll need a ride back to the airport?”

“Does that mean you found Sophie?”

“I found out where she is, yes. But those two men showed up after Madelyn panicked and called Sophie from her house phone. Sophie didn’t answer, fortunately, and the message was very short, so I’m thinking they shouldn’t be able to pinpoint her exact location.”

“That’s correct,” Ares says, coming onto the line. “If we’re lucky, they would have traced only the general region, not a specific cell tower. The chopper and the plane are on standby. Where are you going?”

“Ronda, Spain.”

“Before you go, Huntley, you should know, this might be the last time we are able to communicate with you,” Ares says. “A cyberattack on Montrovia has started. I’m not sure if it’s from a rogue nation wanting to take advantage of the situation here—”

“Or if that’s the reason Sergey Olander was invited to join The Echelon,” I finish. 

“That was my thought as well. The internet has been down for a couple of hours, cell service is intermittent, and even the satellites seem to have been affected. I believe they want Montrovia cut off from the rest of the world.”
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I’ve just taken my seat on the jet, and I am buckled in, ready for takeoff, when my phone rings with a call from Daniel.

“I’ve got the rash,” is the first thing out of his mouth when I answer.

I let out a rush of air like I just got punched in the gut. 

“I watched my mother die,” he says. “I’m going to watch my father die, my friends die, and then I’m going to die. Are you not sick yet?” 

“I was sitting next to your parents at the opening ceremonies, Daniel. I’m going to die, too.”

“Do you have any symptoms?” he asks, sounding worried about me.

“Yes. My throat is quite sore, and my body aches something terrible.”

Although I’m not sure if it’s from the fight in Madelyn’s loft or the disease itself.

“That’s how it starts,” he says.

“I know, Daniel.”

“I don’t know what’s going on, but half the time, the phones aren’t working, so I wanted to call you while I still had service. The reason you left to do whatever my mom had told you to do, is it really that important? So important that you won’t be here to say good-bye to me or your brother?”

“Give Ari the phone,” I instruct.

“Huntley, where are you?” Ari asks, his voice sounding the same as it always does, not weak and dying like I was bracing myself for.

“I’m still on the mission.”

“You’re running out of time. We’re all running out of time.”

“I know, Ari. Daniel wants me to come back to be with you while you die. What do you want?”

“I want you to finish it,” he says. “If anyone can do it, it’s you.”

“Do you really think so?”

“Yeah, I do. I love you, sis,” he says, which makes me cry.

“I love you, too.”

“I’m giving you back to Daniel.”

“How are Lorenzo and Lizzie?” I dare ask when Daniel comes back on the line.

“Lizzie has not developed the rash yet,” he whispers. “Lorenzo says he feels great. He’s been by her side since you left.”

“I don’t know what went down between them, but she loves you, Daniel.”

“I know,” he says softly. “Well, she did. Or does. I’m not really sure at this point. And, since I’m probably going to die before the vaccines arrive, it doesn’t even matter. What I want you to know, Huntley, is, if you don’t make it back, you’ll owe me a pizza and a shirt”—he gets choked up—“in heaven. I hope.”

“Daniel, don’t say that. Stay strong. Fight it. Don’t you dare give up. I just need a little more time.”

A deep voice can be heard speaking in the background. 

“Lorenzo would like to have a word with you,” Daniel says to me.

I quickly end the call.
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I hoped to maybe catch a little shut-eye on the flight, but I’m a mess, Daniel’s words echoing in my brain. Rather than sit and watch the time ticking off my watch, I spend my time researching the area.

I learn that Ronda is one of the most-visited cities in southern Spain. One of the must-sees on every list is the bridge that spans the El Tajo Gorge. Because the town is split in half by this hundred-meter-deep gorge, its landscape and beauty is unrivaled. It’s also known for its winemaking, which has been going on since Roman times, as well as being the birthplace of the modern Spanish bullfight. 

When the charter plane finally lands at a private airstrip outside of the city, a nondescript sedan is waiting to take me on the twenty-minute drive into Ronda. 

It’s late at night—well, technically, early in the morning—and the town is asleep, but I can tell, even in the dark, that the internet accounts were correct. This is a city of rare beauty. 




Madelyn gave me the address where Sophie is staying but begged me not to go there in case I was being followed. They had worked out what they thought was a foolproof way of communicating danger. Apparently, Sophie goes to a certain church every morning for mass. 

Stupid to be predictable when you’re on the run. 

If Madelyn needed to see her, she would go to that church at that time. The circumstances under which Madelyn was there were to be addressed by the color of her clothing. If Madelyn wore white, she was in danger, whether coerced or followed. If that were the case, Sophie would quickly flee. 

More likely, she would have been captured, trying to flee, because Madelyn had led them directly to her.

If Madelyn wore blue, all was safe, and they would meet.

She suggested that I do the same. 

And, while I appreciate their effort, if either girl were being followed by a true professional, they wouldn’t know it, and their codes would be worthless.

Plus, I don’t have that kind of time.
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It’s hard to find Sophie’s residence in the dark, as it sits in a cluster of stone buildings with different sets of old steps leading to each entrance. And I might be getting tired, but I’d swear the steps keep rearranging themselves, like the ones at Hogwarts. Even having it all mapped out, I get turned around five times before I find the right set. 

Sophie’s little villa features a gas lantern next to the door that gently illuminates the address on the terra-cotta tiles underneath. 

Breaking into the place is easy. 

Finding Sophie is not.

She’s not here.

And I’m very worried that Madelyn’s message spooked her enough to run again. And, if that happened, this is over—for all of us.

With nothing else to do, I take my time searching every square inch of the small home but find absolutely nothing relating to her father or the virus. 

I learn a lot about Sophie though. 

Based on the well-loved paperbacks next to her bed, she’s a fan of historical romances and dark poetry. Her closet features little in the way of clothing, and based on the carry-on-sized suitcase in the corner, it’s because it’s all she brought with her when she fled London. 

The freezer holds a half-empty bottle of vodka and the fridge a small assortment of farmers market fare. If I had to guess, she eats out most every meal. 

All put together, that could be good news. If she’s eating out and going to mass every morning, that means she doesn’t feel the need to hide out in the apartment like Madelyn said she did in London. If her suitcase and clothes are still here, she’s either already been kidnapped and killed or she hasn’t gone too far.

I check the countdown on my watch. 

There’s nothing more I can do at this point but wait—for her to come home or for morning mass, whichever comes first.

It’s hard to believe that less than twenty-four hours ago, I woke up after crying myself to sleep over the loss of Daniel’s mother. My eyes feel heavy, my throat hurts, and I’m pretty sure I have a fever. 

I pull my shirt up, examining my torso for signs of a rash. 

When I don’t find any, I close my eyes, my mind conjuring up a conversation I had with Lorenzo. 




“‘Beauty awakens the soul to act,’” he said. “Dante said that. And I find love to be the most beautiful thing in the world.”

“Well, Peter is hoping that his love will react with Blair’s soul in a way that will make her break the engagement.”

“I used to be like Peter. They used to call me the Playboy Prince.”

“Oh, that I am well aware of,” I said with a laugh. 

“But I realized that it wasn’t me just wanting to be the playboy. It was that I hadn’t met anyone who made me not want to be one until I met you. Now, when I look at other women, I see simple beauty. An interesting feature. But all women pale in comparison to you. You are the only one I desire.”

“You know I’m not supposed to love anyone. I can’t have emotional attachments with my mission right now,” I argued, trying to convince him as much as myself.

He took my hand and held it to his heart. “Huntley, you were trained not to have emotional attachments, but I see evidence of you going against that. From a purely scientific perspective, you can see it, too. When I am near, your heartbeat speeds up.”

“That just means, I’m attracted to you,” I scoffed.

“No, it doesn’t because, other times, I have a calming effect. I see emotion in your eyes when you look at Chauncey. And I know, based on the fact that you didn’t kill his father, that you’re not a killing machine.”

“I just killed a bunch of men in Iraq. Thank goodness Peter and Viktor haven’t even asked me how I managed to do that. They are convinced it was from my video game–playing and that I was able to sneak up on them because I’m a girl, you know. But, still, I killed.”

“You are a warrior for good. Plain and simple.”

“Thank you,” I told him, moving closer and placing my lips on his. 

He was right. “Beauty awakens the soul to act,” and I acted by unbuttoning his shirt. 

Of course, Dante also said, “The path to paradise begins in hell.”




And I’m pretty sure that’s where Montrovia is at right now—or will soon be if I don’t find Sophie.
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Two things awaken me simultaneously—the sound of the door of the villa opening along with the pungent smell of gas. 

They’ve found me, is the first thought that goes through my head. 

The second is, I’m going to die a horrible death in a fiery explosion.

Sophie has barely entered the flat with a young man, who pushes her against the open door and kisses her furiously. 

“Let’s have a smoke, and then I’ll take you back to bed,” he murmurs to her. “If we’re all going to die from some plague, we might as well have fun doing so.”

“No!” I yell out. 

Sophie turns toward me, her eyes full of fear. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

“Because you’re in danger. Someone is trying to kill you, Sophie. Can you smell the gas?”

Her eyes get huge. 

The young man appears to be a bit intoxicated and isn’t taking the situation seriously. He pulls a cigarette out of his pocket. 

Sophie quickly bats it away. “Don’t be so daft,” she says to him.

“Sophie, this is important,” I tell her. “Is there anything hidden here, in your flat, that relates to your father, his death, or the virus?”

“No,” she says, so I grab her hand and run, leading her to what I hope will be a safe distance away. “Call the authorities to report the gas—” I start to say.

WHOOSH.

Air surges, blowing me backward and then causing me to crash into the ground. 

Debris rains down, and the dusty air feels like it might suffocate me. 

My ears ring, and my sense of balance is off-kilter, but I can’t let it stop me. I have to get Sophie away from here. Whoever made this happen is going to want to make sure she’s dead. 

I immediately spot him. 

One thing about the bad guys who work for The Echelon, they are pretty easy to detect in their all-black military-looking attire. Maybe they are all so confident in their skills that they don’t care about blending into their surroundings. 

The man in question has come out of a coffee shop located between us and the now-destroyed villa. I assume, since he isn’t coming in our direction, that he wasn’t watching out the window for Sophie. He must have simply been waiting for the sound of the explosion. Now, if questioned by the authorities, he can say he was trying to help rescue survivors, not that he’s verifying death. He might even tell them he’s a friend of Sophie’s and very worried.

The street fills with people coming out of their homes and places of business to see what just happened. They are milling about, so it’s not like I can just go over and kill the man, especially when I know I’m not operating at full capacity. 

I need to do something that is subtler. 

I stagger behind him, trying to catch up, my vision still clouded.

As we get closer to Sophie’s flat, the man slows down upon seeing a woman’s foot sticking out from underneath a large chunk of stone. 

It’s then that I’m able to get close enough to shoot him with a dart from my watch. The tranquilizer works quickly, causing him to collapse. 

Sure, he’ll wake up fairly shortly, but hopefully, by then, Sophie and I will be long gone.

I go back to where I landed and find Sophie lying nearby, momentarily dazed. She’s got a pretty good gash on her arm, but it’s not life-threatening, so I hoist her off the ground and take advantage of the chaos around us to pull her behind an undamaged villa. 

“They found me, didn’t they?” she says, coughing from the dust in the air.

“Do you know somewhere safe we can go?” I ask her, focusing on our immediate need—which is to get out of here. “Madelyn mentioned a church.”

“Yes,” she says, checking her watch. “Morning mass will be starting soon.”

She leads me through a maze of whitewashed villas, tiny alleyways, and stone steps. Even though I thoroughly studied the area on the flight here, I am all turned around. 

Five minutes later, the sound of bells ringing fills the air, and we step into a more populated area set around an ancient church.

I follow Sophie into the foyer where she turns right and heads down a set of worn steps, instead of going into the chapel for mass. I’m half-expecting to find a room with a round table and ten chairs at the bottom, but instead, we go inside a nun’s office. 

“Sister Maria,” she says to an elderly woman sitting behind the desk. 

We must look pretty disheveled because the nun stands up and rushes toward Sophie. “What happened to you?”

Sophie bursts into tears, blubbering and not saying anything.

“There was a gas explosion. Her villa is destroyed,” I reply. “Do you happen to have a first aid kit?”

Sister Maria nods, leaves the room, and then returns with gauze and ointments. She cleans Sophie’s larger gash first and wraps it up. Then works on the rest of her smaller cuts. Sophie has way more than I do. I just have an angry red scratch across my shoulder and a few nicks on my hands from covering my head.

“Sophie,” I say, “we really need to talk about your father. Now.”

“He was murdered,” she says flatly.

“I know he was. Do you remember me? I’m Lee. We met in Iraq at the TerraSphere about six years ago. You played with me while my mother spoke to your father.”

She studies my face more closely. “I’ve tried to forget my time in the sand. But, yes, I do remember you. Why are you here?”

“Because they killed my mother, too. Just a few days after our visit.”

“I’m really sorry,” she replies, her tone soft with understanding. “Do you know why she was killed? Why my father was killed? Because I don’t understand at all what is going on.”

“What do you know?”

“Only that my father was scared for his life. He told me that some powerful men stole one of his discoveries and wanted to use it for evil. But he didn’t say who they were, what they were going to do, or when.”

“I’m assuming you’ve heard the news about the disease that is currently spreading around the globe?”

She nods her head in shame. “Is that it? Is it his discovery that is killing people?”

“Yes,” I say even though I’m still not one hundred percent certain. I’m operating purely on instinct right now, and this is the very last breadcrumb on the meager trail left by my mother.

“Revenge won’t change anything,” she says to me. “There’s nothing I can do against these men.”

“Yeah, there is. You’re going to help me stop this. You have to do it for your father. He was a good man and a brilliant scientist.”

“I know he was! But I can’t! These people, whoever they are, just tried to kill me. For the third freaking time in the last two weeks!”

“I know who is trying to kill you, and I know why they want you dead. Because your father had proof,” I lie. Well, not exactly lie. It’s more of a hunch that, like my mother, her father left her clues. “If you help me stop this disease, I’ll take care of them myself, and you will never have to be scared again.”

She stubbornly shakes her head. “I’m sorry, really, but I can’t help you.”
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I’m done playing nice. I stand up in front of her, my chest puffed out, and speak in a harsh tone, “Sophie, wake up. Your father died at the hands of these people. Do you want them to get away with it? Do you want your father’s legacy—your legacy—to be that you stood by and watched millions of people die when you could have done something? I agree that revenge won’t change anything, but in this case, it can affect our future. It will affect all our futures. I believe they killed him because he was the only one who knew how to stop this.” 

“It doesn’t matter what you say. No one will believe you,” she cries. “My dad tried to tell someone about it, and it got him killed. And, right before he died, he told me specifically to trust no one!”

“Well, you need to trust me. And you should, being as I just saved your life—twice. First, from the explosion, and then again from the mercenary who caused the explosion and was looking for you after it.” 

She’s crying and shaking her head, so I sit in the seat next to her and take her hand, realizing she might need a softer approach.

“Look, Sophie, I know you’re scared, but we can do this. When we met, you told me that your father was like a superhero. That he fought germs with the vaccines he made. You believed it then. You need to believe it now. You need to be the girl who thought her father was invincible.”

She’s quiet for a few minutes, seemingly lost in thought, but I’m watching various emotions cross her face as she tries to make a decision.

“Tell me their plan,” she says. 

“A deadly disease was spread at the opening ceremonies of the Olympics, for which there is no known cure. Everyone who attended, including numerous world leaders, are sick and will die. It will throw the world into chaos, even more than it already is. The symptoms are similar to the flu—sore throat, fever, body aches, and an un—”

“Unusual rash?” she says. “I heard all of that on the news. You’re not telling me anything the rest of the world doesn’t know.”

“I wasn’t sure how off grid you’d been. But I need to tell you everything. A company called PureGen—owned by Marquis Dupree, the man whom your father ultimately worked for—has come to the rescue. They have vaccines. Countries around the world will be forcing their citizens to take it. I believe the vaccine is what is deadly. I believe it contains the same virus from the opening ceremonies and will kill off over ninety percent of the population.”

“That’s a lot of people. Who would want to do that?”

“Rich and powerful people who belong to a secret society. They want to lower the population to just five hundred million. Their chosen few who will survive are being sent what they are told are ‘stronger’ vaccines, but I believe they contain nothing of substance. Certainly, it is not a cure. Once the population is thinned, this group, The Echelon, will take over. Those who are left will band together to become one world, one country. It’s like the story of the Trojan horse.”

“I don’t get it,” she says. “And I know the story well.”

“The Trojan horse is the vaccine. People think it’s a gift, but it’s going to be used to kill them. 

“We don’t have more time for explanations. I need a decision from you. Are you going to help me or not? But, before you answer that, you need to know that I am highly trained in the art of espionage and killing. I also am fully capable of extracting information from people who don’t want to willingly give it. 

“Madelyn told me that your dad sent you a letter. I need to know what it said. We can do it the easy way, meaning you tell me now, or we can do it the hard way for you, where I cause you so much pain that you will give up the truth eventually. I’d prefer you take the easy route and that we work together on this. You really do owe it to your father. He gave his life for this. 

“I should also tell you that, if it wasn’t for me, your friend Madelyn would be dead. Her phone was tapped, and they heard her leave you a message. A duo of assassins was at her flat in minutes. They had her tied to a chair in her bedroom and were torturing her. If I hadn’t been there, she would have had a very traumatic ending to her short life.”

“Is she okay?” Sophie asks, her eyes big.

“Yes, I killed both men. MI6 were headed to the scene when I left to come to Ronda. They have taken both Madelyn and the woman who lives next door to a safe house until this is over. 

“I’m asking you one more time. Did your father send you information to stop this?”

“I’m not sure.” She gets up and walks behind the nun’s desk. She takes a book from the shelf, pulls out an envelope, and hands it to me. “This is the letter. I haven’t read it yet. I just … haven’t been able to. Losing him is so fresh. I’ve been on the run. And I’ve honestly been afraid to know what’s in it.”

I study what she’s given me. Inside the envelope addressed to Madelyn is another envelope. In place of an address, it says:




Sophie, 

Go to the place we love and then open this letter.




“Is Ronda the place you love?” I ask her, double-checking and praying we are in the right place.

“Yes. We came here on holiday. We talked about going other places in the world but ended up here because we loved it so.”

I carefully examine both the outer and inner envelope, looking for any possible clues, studying it in various forms of light—from darkness to brightness to black light. 

I check under the stamp for a microchip. 

Not finding anything, I proceed to unfold the paper. 

Written on a single white sheet are just a few lines. 




Many a man hath found

sublime inspiration

in the beauty that surrounds

and bells that sound

from a little chapel 

tucked into the hills. 




I hand the letter to Sophie. “Does this mean anything to you?”

She immediately shakes her head but then says, “I think it’s referring to where we are now. This is our church—the little chapel tucked into the hills.”

“What’s he talking about in the beginning? Did your father come here for inspiration?”

“Sometimes. But I think he’s talking about two other men—the film director Orson Welles and the author Ernest Hemingway. A few years ago, there were statues erected of them outside the bullring. Both men had spent many of their summers here, inspired by the beauty. I think I heard that Welles’s ashes were buried in the countryside of Ronda on the property of a bullfighter he had known. And one of Hemingway’s most famous works, For Whom the Bell Tolls, has scenes that were inspired by historic events that had actually taken place here during the Spanish Civil War.”

“Did those men come to this church? This is a clue. But one that is meant for only you to figure out. Where would you go if those words were all you were given?”

“Here. But it’s odd since I come here every time I’m in Ronda. It wouldn’t be normal if I didn’t.”

“Maybe there’s a specific place in the church he’s referring to? Was there somewhere in this church that intrigued you?”

Tears fill her eyes, but a smile turns up the corners of her lips. “The bells. I’ve been obsessed with them ever since I was little.”

“And have you ever been in the bell tower to see them?”

Her smile morphs into a wide grin. “Yes, he and I snuck up there once when I was young,” she admits. “I was scared the whole time, afraid we would get caught and get in trouble. Although I don’t know why. No one goes up there anymore. The bells haven’t been rung by hand in years. They are set on a timer and done mechanically.”

“Let’s go see if he left something for you there. It sounds like the perfect out-of-the-way place to stash something important.”
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Sophie takes me down a hallway and through a door leading to a spiral staircase. The staircase is quite narrow, and I know whoever used to make the climb to ring the bells must have been diminutive in size. Sophie has a slight spring to her step. The idea of finding something from her father seems to have perked her up a little. 

I keep thinking about the coffee shop man in black, who I shot with the dart, knowing he has woken up by now and is searching for her—hopefully, through the rubble and not on his way to the church where she and her father always went. The place she routinely came every morning. 

I screwed up. I should have shot him with a midnight dart to kill him, and I hope it doesn’t come back to haunt me.

When we get to the top of the stairs, I shimmy into the bell tower next to her. She’s mesmerized momentarily by the gorgeous view out of the arched openings while I’m smiling at the leather messenger bag I see propped against the wall, behind the bell’s mechanisms.

I push past her, quickly opening it and rifling through papers. There are formulas strewn across the page and notes written in the margins. What I’m not seeing is the blatant proof I need. 

But yet, there has to be a reason he hid this. 

I turn around and hand the papers to Sophie. She sits cross-legged on the floor, so I do the same, plopping the bag in my lap while she reads the notes. I look up, noticing our heads are now hidden from view. I guess, if we’re going to hide out somewhere for a little while, this is probably as safe a place as any. 

“I’m getting my PhD in biomolecular physics,” Sophie says. “These are my father’s notes on the deadly disease he created. The disease you believe was unleashed in Montrovia. But I’m not seeing anything to indicate that he was able to successfully cure it.” 

“Sophie, think about it. Your father was afraid. There is a reason he left you these notes.”

“There is correspondence between my father and a man named Mark. But his email address doesn’t have a company name attached, so I’m not sure who he is. They were discussing the disease, however, and this man was asking a lot of questions about if it could be cured. What it would do to the body.”

“What does it do?” I ask, morbidly wanting to know exactly how my life will end. 

“It causes white blood cells to reproduce exponentially at the same time an autoimmune reaction is causing red blood cells to be destroyed. That’s bad because we need the red blood cells to carry oxygen throughout our body.”

“And what happens when the body doesn’t get enough oxygen?”

“It becomes starved and shuts down.”

“And how long does that take?”

“A few weeks maybe,” she says. 

“I think that Mark is really Marquis Dupree.”

“The man who owns the conglomerate that PureGen is a part of?” she gasps. 

“Yeah, but with just the name Mark, we can’t prove it was him. Keep looking.”




After watching her diligently read through the papers for nearly fifteen minutes, I ask, “Is there anything else?”

“No. It’s all about the disease and its makeup. He was trying to find a cure for all autoimmune diseases. While doing that, he writes that he accidentally discovered something that could wipe out the world. Unfortunately, there’s nothing else,” she says sadly. “I’m sorry. I really wish that there were.”
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I lean my elbows on top of the messenger bag in defeat.

Then, I look down at it, realizing that it feels heavy in my lap even though we took all the papers out. I bounce it up and down on my knees. 

“There’s something else in here.” 

I reach inside, pull out a false bottom, and grab what’s underneath it.

“A brick?” Sophie asks. “Why would my father put a brick in his bag? That would make it so heavy to carry up here.”

I flip the brick over to find a yellow Post-it note attached.




Go to where the fight changed. 

Find a box fit for Asclepius. 

Deliver it to where it started.




My heart soars with hope. “Sophie! He left you more than just this. We have to go find it.”

“Sure,” she says, rolling her eyes. She speaks in a frustrated tone, “All we have to do is figure out where the fight changed, find some box, and then take it to where something starts. That makes no sense!”

“Part of it does,” I counter. “It started in Montrovia. Whatever is in the box, your father wants it taken there. And Asclepius was the Greek god of medicine, doctors, and healing, so—”

“Do you think there could be something that would heal the people of Montrovia, the people of the world?”

“Yes,” I say with confidence. I mean, it has to be, right?

I wipe the back of my hand across my brow. The morning air is cool, particularly up here, but I’m all sweaty even though I feel chilled.

I look down at my hands, pull my sleeves back, and exhale. 

“You have it, don’t you?” Sophie says, astutely watching me.

“I was at the opening ceremonies, but I feel fine so far.”

“No, you don’t. Your cheeks are flushed.” She puts her palm against the side of my neck. “You have a fever. Open your mouth.” 

I do as she asked. 

“And your throat is red. Probably pretty sore.”

“Yeah,” I admit. “But no rash yet.”

“You’re not just trying to save Montrovia; you need to save yourself.”

I shake my head. “I don’t care if I die, Sophie,” I say even though I know I’m only telling her the way I used to feel. Now, I have lots of reasons to live, and one in particular. “In case you can’t tell, I’m not just some girl. I was hidden away after my mother was killed, and I was trained to be a spy and an assassin. I’m supposed to be on a mission. But, when the people I love got sick—”

“It got personal?”

“Yes. Very. And we’re on borrowed time here. The vaccines are set to be given to everyone in Montrovia starting at ten this morning.”

“And in other places in the world starting this afternoon,” she adds somberly. “That means, we don’t have much time.”
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Maximillian Olivier has been watching news reports about a communications outage in Montrovia. Although the reporters are all speculating on the situation, he knows exactly what happened and exactly who caused it. This part of the plan fully rested on Sergey Olander’s shoulders. What most people don’t know is that, before Sergey sold his tech security products to governments and corporations for big bucks, he was a criminal who hacked into financial institutions and made money disappear. 

It was Ares Von Allister who found a trace of code that allowed the government to track down and arrest Sergey. 

And it was former president John F. Hillford who saw his potential. With the help of The Echelon and contacts within The Society, Sergey Olander quickly became one of the richest men in the world. 

One who owed his life to Hillford. 

They all did really, one way or another. Max had voiced his concerns over Hillford’s intent to reduce the world’s population years ago. He understood the lure of the great treasure and stupidly assumed that Hillford was greedy. 

What he learned was that all the money in the world couldn’t protect you from someone with power. 

Whoever said, “With great power comes great responsibility,” had it wrong. With great power comes great control.

The kind of control that could crush your family with a flick of a wrist, even from the grave.

And that is the kind of control The Echelon fortune represents. 

Hillford once told him that power was best described as the ability to create chaos, to effect change. And that the people who would be remembered in history were those who had the greatest impact.

The world is about to see just exactly how powerful John F. Hillford truly was.

Maximillian’s phone rings, startling him. 

He looks down, seeing the call is from Rutherford Elingston. 

“We might have a problem,” Rut says. “The two-man team sent to London was killed in duty.”

“How?”

“We assume the authorities,” Rut replies. “The roommate got away, but we had her phone bugged. She made a call to Ronda, Spain, and left a message for Sophie. It wasn’t long enough for pinpoint accuracy, but we got her general vicinity and already have a man there.”

“Do you think she knows anything?” he asks.

“Probably not, but I’d feel better if she couldn’t talk just the same.”

“When can we expect results?”

“The man has already discovered where she lives,” Rut says. “He looked through the window of her villa, saw her sleeping on the couch, broke the gas line, went to a nearby coffee shop, and patiently waited for her to die in a horrific accident, just like her father.”

“So, she’s dead?”

“He hasn’t been able to confirm it with the authorities, and honestly, his story regarding this is a little, um, fantastical.”

“Tell me.”

“He came out of the coffee shop and was walking toward where the explosion happened, pretending to be looking to help the victims. But he was shot along the way.”

“Shot?” Max exclaims.

“Yes, with the same kind of tranquilizer dart one of his now-dead teammates used when they helped Princess Ophelia kidnap Prince Lorenzo.”

“Does he have a traitor in his midst?” 

“I’m not done yet,” Rut says. “He remembers feeling something sting his neck, and when he turned around, he swears that he saw—get this—Huntley Von Allister.”

“But she’s in Montrovia. Reporters have mentioned seeing her at the hospital. She was helping Chef Pierre Dassi hand out baguettes to those in need, and if I recall correctly, they even mentioned the outfit she was wearing, which included—and I quote—‘adorable floral Versace shorts.’”

“I heard that, too,” Rut replies. “And, while I’d like to think our man had a nice daydream about a pretty girl while he was knocked out, I’m just not convinced—”

“I think we both know you should never underestimate a Von Allister. Can you imagine the damage Huntley could do if she found the scientist’s daughter and figured everything out?” Maximillian shudders.

“It would only matter if his daughter had proof of anything,” Rut argues.

“If she did, she would have told someone already.”

“I suppose you’re right,” Rut agrees.

“Regardless,” Maximillian says, “I want her and anyone she’s with—especially if it’s Huntley Von Allister—dead. And I mean, now!” he says, getting worked up. “We’re too close to risk anything else!”
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“Let’s go through this again,” I say to Sophie. “Where did the fight change? Could it be Iraq? At the TerraSphere? Is that when your dad went from fighting diseases to fighting something else?”

Sophie shakes her head. “I suppose it could be but, if that were the case, why send me here first? It’s a long way to Iraq and not a particularly safe place to send your daughter alone. It doesn’t feel right.”

I smile at her. “You’re trusting your instincts. That’s good. That’s what he would have wanted. Talk to me about Ronda. Did your dad ever get in a fight here?”

“No.”

I read through both clues again and point to a section. “This part here. Is it odd that your father would mention that many a man found inspiration here?”

“I mean, not really because they did, and it’s something the town is known for.”

“Maybe the fight changed means, when you die. But how would any of that relate to your father? Did Orson Welles and Ernest Hemingway know each other?”

“I don’t know if they knew each other,” Sophie says, “but I think I mentioned earlier that Welles’s ashes are buried in the countryside on the property of a bullfighter he knew. And both men were really into it. That’s why there are statues of them outside the Plaza de Toros bullring.”

“Wait. Could the fight have something to do with bullfighting?”

Sophie’s eyes go wide. “Oh my gosh! That’s it! The fight definitely changed here, in Ronda. It happened when the fighters stopped riding on horseback and faced the bull on foot. I think that’s where we need to go. The bullfighting ring. There’s a museum that is open to the public.”

“Okay, but we’re going to need disguises. The man who tried to kill you is still out there somewhere, and he will keep looking until he finds you.”

“I might have a solution for that,” she says with a grin.
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Sophie takes us back to Sister Maria’s office and quickly brings her up to speed. 

I’ve spent a lot of time in churches, discovering their beauty, and I’m well studied on different religious beliefs, but my mother didn’t raise me with a specific religion in mind. She thought that what you believed should be personal to you. She wanted me to experience everything before I decided what I believed, and through our travels, I learned so much. 

One time, I asked what she thought. Her answer was surprisingly simple for such a complicated subject. 

“I believe in good and evil.” 

She saw the world as very black and white, which I find interesting for someone who lived in the shadows, for someone who I’m sure killed people in the name of goodness. 

But those she killed probably had families. And those families would say she was evil. 

I learned this recently myself when I confronted The Priest, the man who I had labeled in my head as the ultimate in evil. It seems that the line between good and evil can be quite subjective, depending which side of the line you are on.

I’m not sure exactly where I would fit into organized religion, but I do believe in something greater. I have felt a spiritual connection and a sense of awe when in places of worship around the world—from the Amida Buddha on the grounds of the Kotokuin Temple in Japan, to St. Peter’s Basilica in the Vatican, to the Church of the Savior on Spilled Blood in St. Petersburg, Russia, to the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem, to the Canterbury Cathedral in England, to the Hassan II Mosque in Morocco. All are incredibly and equally impressive. 

As is Sister Maria. 

I guess I thought of nuns as women who were sheltered from the world, but she does not fall into that category. She’s well versed in both politics and current events.

And she’s dressing us up as nuns. While I’m thankful for the disguise, I feel a little uncomfortable, wearing such a sacred symbol of the church. 

Sister Maria, however, insists. 

“Putting on my veil means that I belong to God,” she argues. “Borrowing my habits will be a symbol that your journey will be guided by Him.”

Even though the clock is ticking down in my head, I don’t stop her when she takes a moment to hold our hands as she prays for us to rescue the people of the world. She brings tears to my eyes when she kisses both of our cheeks and sends us on our way after making me take medication for my fever.

The thing I liked best about her prayer is that she prayed for everyone regardless of their religion. I wish the world in general were more like her—allowing their beliefs to be sacred and personal and not fighting over who was right.

Sophie and I leave the church. She takes me a different direction than from which we arrived, which is good. After a couple of turns, we’re on the Calle Armiñán, one of the main streets through town. And, even though we’re in a hurry, it’s impossible not to notice the beauty of this place. 

We make our way past the Museo Lara, its simple facade belying the private collection of weapons and witchcraft-related items inside. Up to my right is the La Casa del Rey Moro, an impressive fortress of Moorish design that was carved into the cliffs of the El Tajo Gorge. It features multiple levels trailing down the mountain that housed the city’s water mine, which was built back in the fourteenth century. 

We are stopped by a group of tourists as we approach the Puente Nuevo, or the newest bridge in Ronda, completed in the late 1700s. They are asking questions in English, but Sophie rushes past them, muttering in Spanish like a native. I’d love to stop on the bridge and take in the stunning view of the cliffs and the gorge below, but there’s no time. 

Maybe, if I don’t die, I’ll get back here someday.

The sun is shining in full force now, and the morning is hot. I’m sweating and breathing heavily. It doesn’t help that I’m carrying the portfolio full of research across my body. It’s heavy because, for some reason, I brought the brick with us. I figured maybe Dr. Andersen put it in the bag for a reason. 

Once across the bridge, we make our way past the Plaza de España, staying on the sidewalk and moving quickly by the stores filled with touristy goods.

“Let’s go this way,” Sophie says, grabbing my hand and leading me off the main drag and down a side street. 

A few blocks later, we’re standing in front of the Plaza de Toros de la Real Maestranza de Caballería de Ronda, which translates to the Bullring of the Royal Cavalry of Ronda. 




We start by working our way around the exterior of the coliseum. We check out the memorials of Orson Welles and Ernest Hemingway, me pressing against anywhere with a seam that might be concealing something.

When we don’t discover anything, Sophie suggests we go inside, but the door is locked. 

I point out a placard on the wall, noting an opening time of ten this morning. 

I walk around the area, searching the ground, because I don’t have the time to wait—not to mention, I’m feeling really lousy. 

“What are you looking for?” Sophie asks. 

“Something skinny,” I reply, knowing it won’t be that hard to pick the old-fashioned lock on the door if I can find the right tool. 

She reaches in her habit pocket and pulls out a hairpin. “Will this work? Are we going to break in?”

“I thought it might be subtler than throwing the brick through a window.”

“Besides, that won’t work anyway.” She laughs. “They’re all covered by iron bars.”

She hands me the pin and stands guard while I make quick work of the lock. We let ourselves in and then carefully close the door. I stick my hand out the small opening to redo the chains, making it look like it’s still locked but allowing a way out.

“The Plaza de Toros is an important place in Spanish history,” Sophie tells me. “It’s home to the Real Maestranza de Caballería de Ronda, which is Spain’s oldest and noblest order of horsemanship. Ronda itself has an interesting history, as you can probably tell by its architecture. For over seven hundred years, it was under Islamic rule. In 1485, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella defeated the Moors and brought back a Christian leadership.”

We step onto the sand floor of the bullring and look around. I can’t help but feel the history here. I can picture the place full of cheering fans. 

“It looks like it will hold quite a few people,” I say. 

“Five thousand,” Sophie replies. 

There are two decks set with pillars and arches. Wooden planks are laid on the stone steps encircling the ring to form seating. Across the way is what looks like a royal box. It has an ornate roof covered in arabesque tiles, the kind of place I would get to sit if I were with Lorenzo. 

Lorenzo. Why does he keep popping into my thoughts?

Probably because you still love him.

I sigh, looking at the size of the place, knowing it will take us more than the hour we have left to properly vet it. 

“It’s huge,” Sophie says, mirroring my thoughts. 

“Did you and your dad spend time here, in the stands?” I ask, hoping to narrow the search. 

“Only once during the Feria Goyesca. It is held in the fall and is an event that honors a famous bullfighter named Pedro Romero with a bullfight. The best part for me was the parade. The men wore amazing costumes based off Goya’s famous paintings, and the women dressed in their finest gowns. I wasn’t a fan of the bullfight, however. I find the sport to be quite barbaric. My father and I did often go to the bullfighting museum that sits underneath. He was interested in the history of it all.”

“That’s where we should go then.”

“I’m worried though. Entry is ticketed. I’m not sure we will be able to get in.”

“We’ll worry about that when we get there,” I tell her as she leads me to the museum. 

Fortunately, it’s still over an hour before opening. I’m hoping that means the people who work here have yet to arrive. 

For their sake.

We climb over a rope held in place by stanchions that blocks entrance to the museum. 

The tour starts with the bull enclosures, the horse-riding exercise ring, and the pens. There is information about the construction of the building and its architectural features. We move quickly through the spaces, hoping that something will stand out. And I get the feeling Sophie knows intuitively that this isn’t where her father would have put something of value. The spaces are too open, and she keeps going.

We stroll past a lot on the history of bullfighting and then get to a space where there are bullfighting suits behind glass. Sophie slows down here, taking time to point out some of her favorites. While she does that, I’m scouring the displays for anything that has to do with medicine. 

You’d think people would often get hurt fighting bulls, so I expected there might be something on the tour regarding their care, but no such luck. 

Sophie stops suddenly to show me a beautifully embroidered white bolero jacket with intricate black embroidery. It’s displayed on a wooden chair, the jacket draped over the back and the pants hanging from the seat. 

“This is my favorite costume. The colors aren’t bold colors like the others, but I love the pattern and the contrast of the black and white. I imagine the fighter looked quite dashing in this.”

She starts to move on, but I pull her back.

“Wait. What’s that wooden box behind the chair for? Is that what they kept the suit in?” I read the placard in front of the glass and discover nothing of note about it. 

“Look at the symbol on the side,” Sophie says, leaning down to get a better look. 

“That’s the Caduceus wand with a serpent wrapped around it. More importantly, it’s what your father told you to look for—it’s Asclepius’s symbol.”

“That’s got to be what he left!” she says excitedly. “What do you think could be in it?”

I am not sure, but I’m praying it’s what I hope it is.

Sophie looks around the corner for a way to get into the display. I glance at my watch. Not much time left. 

I grab the brick out of the messenger bag. 

“Stand back,” I tell her as I throw the brick through the glass, shattering it.

We run inside and grab the box. 

It’s heavy, at least fifty pounds. 

Fortunately, no one seems to have arrived for work yet, as we’ve yet to be discovered. But I know they will be arriving soon, so we drag the chest into a nearby restroom where I undo the leather strap and open the lid.

Sophie takes a bunch of papers from the top.

“This is it,” I tell her. “The proof that we need.”
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I quickly shed my disguise, folding up the habit and carefully laying it on a shelf in the restroom. I grab my phone out of my bag and call Ares to let him know what we found.

No answer.

I call Intrepid.

No answer.

I try Daniel. 

No answer.

I try Juan and Ari. 

Next up is Mike Burnes and Royston Bessemer.

No answer.

Most have a fast busy signal.

I try the villa’s landline, hoping that might work. 

Nothing. 

I try the palace’s main number. 

The call doesn’t even go through.

I try the hospital, thinking, if anyone had phone service, it would be them.

Still nothing. 

I try texting. 

After over a minute, it shows as being sent but not yet delivered, like it’s in some kind of textual limbo.

I send an email.

Get an error message back in response. 

“I can’t reach anyone in Montrovia,” I tell her, feeling defeated. “We finally know the truth, and I can’t get ahold of anyone. We’re going to have to physically take it there. Any idea where we could get a helicopter?”

“There is a company in town that does rides for tourists, run by Tommy Langdon. Unfortunately, his grandmother in Ireland recently passed, and he’s out of town for the next few days. I saw his daughter at the pub last night—gosh, that seems like so long ago. Anyway, she was saying she gets to take a few days off and was going out again tonight.”

I take a deep breath. “If we drive, it will take at least two hours. They start giving the vaccines in less than an hour. I wonder how many people they can inoculate during that time.”

“Quite a few,” she says. 

“I don’t think we have any other choice. No planes are allowed. And, even if we could get someone to take us, there was talk of shooting down any plane trying to enter or leave Montrovian airspace. I was thinking maybe a helicopter might be able to fly low enough to avoid the radar.”

“We’ll have to drive then,” she says. “All I know is that, when this is over, I’m going to my little flat overlooking the Nyhavn Harbor in Copenhagen and sleeping for days.”

“Oh my gosh. That’s it. Sophie, you’re brilliant.” I smile at her as I realize who I can call for help, quickly entering his number.

“Kresten,” I say when he answers.

“Huntley, where are you? All communications have gone down in Montrovia.”

“I know. I tried calling, texting, and emailing. Listen, I’m in Ronda, Spain, with Sophie Andersen, the daughter of the scientist who actually discovered the disease, not the guy PureGen is blaming everything on. We have proof that the vaccines will kill everyone who takes them, but we don’t have much time. There is a local helicopter tour operator that I was hoping could fly us there, but he’s out of town. We can drive, but we won’t make it in time to stop them from giving the vaccines.”

“I’m running through the palace to my father’s office,” he says breathlessly. “Let me see what I can do. What is your exact location?”

“We’re at the Plaza de Toros bullring.”

“Perfect. Hang on.”

“I’m on hold,” I tell Sophie.

“Did you just call the incredibly sexy crown prince of my home country?” she asks in awe.

“As a matter of fact, I did.”

“Someday, maybe—” Her swooning is interrupted by Kresten’s voice. 

“Your chariot is on its way. We were lucky that they were already airborne. ETA: ten minutes. Are you safe where you currently are?”

“For the time being. We kind of broke into one of the museum exhibits to get to the information her father left. There is also a man in town who tried to kill Sophie this morning by blowing up her house, but we escaped, and I shot him with a tranquilizer dart. Right now, we are hiding in a restroom.”

“Okay, hold for nine minutes and forty-five seconds then proceed to the center of the bullring. The helicopter will land there, which should provide you with a fair amount of cover from the authorities or anyone else. And I’ll radio the men and let them know your status.”

“Who’s coming to get us?”

“Just some guys I know,” he says cryptically. “They’ll make sure you get there in time.”

“Thank you, Kresten. I owe you one.”

“I’ll keep that in mind,” he says in a flirtatious tone. 

“Oh, and please don’t announce anything to the public until I get things taken care of in Montrovia. No other country is set to start giving the vaccine until later today, right?”

“That’s correct.”

“You probably also know by now that I’m not just an heiress.” 

“I’ve suspected that for quite some time. But don’t worry, Huntley. Your secret is safe with me.”
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I’m watching the time click down on my watch when I hear noises outside the restroom. Someone has probably discovered the broken glass and is calling the authorities, which could cause us issues—especially when we try to stroll out of the restroom, carrying an antique trunk. 

I tell Sophie to stay put and then walk nonchalantly out the door. The moment I do, I see the man who I shot with a dart earlier, only he’s changed from his black uniform into jeans and a Hemingway souvenir tee. 

He spots me, does a double take, and then launches himself in my direction.

I dodge his advance, but he reaches out his arm at the last moment. He grips my leg, brings me to my knees, and follows it up by grabbing my hair and smashing my face into the wall. 

I’m fortunate that it’s new construction made of drywall and not stone, or I would have been knocked unconscious. 

A swift donkey kick to his groin causes him to fall back. He doesn’t let go of my hair though, so I’m pulled backward, landing on top of him. An elbow to his face breaks his nose and allows me to get free. 

I leap up and turn around. 

Sophie has peeked her head out the door. 

“Take the proof out to the meeting point!” I whisper to her and then turn my attention back to the man. 

His nose is bleeding, and he looks quite angry with me, which can be a blessing or a curse. Sometimes, the outrage can cause stupid reactions. Other times, it can bring clarity and more force. 

In his case, it’s the latter. He throws himself toward me, sending both of us back through the restroom door.

His eyes fall on Sophie, who’s dragging the trunk out of the stall.

“Now, I’ve got you both,” he says, pulling a gun and taking aim at her. 

I lunge toward him, knocking him down as he fires, the bullet lodging itself in the ceiling as the gun skitters across the tiled floor.

At the sound of the gun, Sophie ducks, but I have to give her points for bravery. She keeps dragging the box toward the door. 

I just need to keep this man occupied long enough for her to get the proof safely out of here. 

Really, I don’t even need to go with her. I know now that, despite her earlier doubts, she’ll see this through.

The man punches me in the torso. I roll off of him and quickly leap up, putting myself between him and Sophie, who is almost out the door. 

“Leave without me,” I yell to her. “And don’t stop until you get that chest to the royal wing of Princess Serafina Hospital in Cap de Playa and speak to King Lorenzo!”
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Sophie drags the heavy antique trunk through the building. 

It’s got a rope handle on one end that makes the process easier, but the handle is short, and the trunk keeps hitting the back of her feet, almost knocking her down a few times.

That makes it a slower process than she would prefer. 

When she finally reaches the entrance to the bullring, she pulls it out into the sand, where she waits for whoever is supposed to be coming to help her.

And, despite the fact that she attends mass daily, she does something she hasn’t done on her own in a long time.

She prays.

Hard.
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The man growls at me, but as he watches the door swing shut, his eyes reveal his next move.

When he gets up on all fours, ready to spring back into action, I’m right there, throwing my leg out with force and connecting just under his chin. I follow it up with a roundabout shot to the temple, knocking him against one of the restroom stalls and causing it to fall down around him. 

I slam both my feet down hard on the bathroom tiles, finally able to pop the blades out of my shoes. 

He barrels toward me, connecting and shoving me up onto the restroom sink and punching me in the face. The punch sends my head flying back against the mirror, causing it to break, glass raining down on both of us. 

He curses, grabs my shirt, and pulls me up to standing. 

We exchange sparring hits.

He’s powerful and good.

But I’m fast, and I manage to deflect his punches enough that he isn’t able to get in a direct hit, just a few glancing blows. I see the watch on my arm flash by as I give him a shot to his solar plexus. 

I’d like to turn the dial to midnight and launch the kind of dart that would paralyze and then kill him, but he’s strong and fast, and I’m afraid, if I’m distracted even for a second, I’ll be dead. 

He throws his arm over my neck, spinning me around in one quick movement and putting me in an effective chokehold. 

I kick my legs out against the wall, like Daniel does when he’s swimming in the pool, launching us both backward. Our motion stops when he hits the door behind us, causing us to tumble out into the exhibition hall.

His grip on me loosens, so I duck out from under him and spin, kicking my left leg up and connecting with his shoulder, the blade tearing his skin. My shoe flies off in the process, but I follow it up with a bare-footed kick to his face. 

As I’m coming out of the move, he throws a knockout punch, hitting me directly in the temple.

I’m falling.

Going down.

My vision is failing.

But, as I’m about to land, I see the gun right in the doorway.

I reach out, but the man kicks it away, causing it to skitter across the floor as he lunges toward me. I plaster my arms to my sides, like I used to do as a kid when going down a grassy hill, and roll out of the way, functioning purely on adrenaline at this point, trying hard to stay conscious long enough for Sophie to get picked up.

Because the man thought I wouldn’t get out of the way, he puts extra force into his move, meaning he can’t stop the inertia sending him forward. As he tries to pull up, he hits his head on an exhibition case. 

Mid-roll, I make a split-second decision, opting to go for the gun rather than my watch since my left hand is currently trapped under my body. 
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Sophie hears something in the distance. A soft rumble mixed with the sound of a ceiling fan—like a really large bee. A sort of whup-whup-whup.

A shadow falls across her face as she looks up to see a Sikorsky UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter directly over the ring, and she wonders how such a large machine managed to practically sneak up on her.

The thrum of the helicopter’s whirling blades is a welcome sound though. 

After being on the run for days, she finally feels relatively safe.

She’s a bit awestruck when the helicopter lowers into the ring, but she isn’t all that surprised. Huntley did call someone pretty important. 

Someone so posh and gorgeous, he’s been the star of numerous daydreams of hers over the years.

The helicopter doesn’t land as she expected, just hovers above the ground, causing sand from the bullring to whip around her like a tornado, stinging her skin and eyes.

The nun’s robe she’s still wearing over her clothes is flapping in the breeze, and her hair is swirling around her face, making it hard to see.

Two men leap out of the helicopter, their black military boots hitting the ground. 

She ducks down and shields her eyes and just keeps dragging the trunk toward her saviors.

One of the men hands her a pair of goggles, which she happily accepts and puts on. They take the trunk from her and load it and her onto the helicopter. 

“Where is the other girl?” one of the soldiers asks.

“She’s still inside, fighting with the man who tried to kill me earlier,” she sputters out and then coughs. The sand and dirt are wreaking havoc on her throat. “She said to leave without her.”

But then the sound of gunfire fills the air.




T-MINUS:00:47:06




As the man stands back up, I ricochet across the floor, pick up the gun, spin around, and fire, hitting him square in the chest—once, twice.

They are perfect shots, straight to the heart, that will kill him.

But, as he’s falling down, he steadily holds his arm out toward me, taking aim. 

My mind quickly assesses the threat, causing me to veer to the right in an attempt to avoid being shot.

But I can’t move fast enough. 

I feel something, like the sting of a wasp; looking down, I find a poisoned dart stuck in my left bicep.

I pluck it out and toss it to the ground next to me, realizing that I only have seconds left to live.

That I’ll never make it back to Montrovia.

That I’ll never lay eyes on Lorenzo again.

Tears fill my eyes though because I’ve successfully completed my mission. Sophie has given the trunk to whoever Kresten sent. 

And that trunk will save the world.

As I crumple to the ground, I see my mother’s smiling face.

And I feel happy.
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A team of two military operators rushes inside the museum, weapons drawn. 

Upon arriving in one of the exhibit halls, they first spot a man bleeding out from gunshot wounds to the chest.

Their eyes fall upon a girl. 

A beautiful young girl, her dark blonde hair splayed out around her body in an almost-artistic way. 

One of the men shakes his head, thinking it’s a tragic waste. He picks up her lifeless body, throwing it over his shoulder and carrying it to the helicopter. 

His partner doesn’t bother picking up her shoes. She won’t need them where she’s going.
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Sophie starts shaking, her body processing the sight before her mind seems to fully comprehend.

Huntley is being carried out of the building. Her hair is flying around due to the wind caused by the helicopter blades. 

But it is the only thing on her that is moving. 

How could this have happened? 

After everything Huntley did to save the world, how could this be her end?

Tears fill her eyes as she watches the men carefully load Huntley’s body into a seat in the back of the helicopter.

Sophie knows instinctively—through some innate part of her brain—that Huntley is dead.

Emotion racks through her as she realizes that she herself and these men sent by the crown prince of her country are the ones who must finish the job. 

And she owes it to both her father and Huntley not to fail.

“How long does it take to get to Montrovia?” she asks with a renewed sense of confidence, trying to wipe away her tears. She is going to have to suck it up and mourn her losses later.

“About forty minutes,” the pilot says. “But we plan on getting there faster than that.”
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Despite the fact that the country of Montrovia has lost all communications with the outside world, excitement fills the air in the royal wing of the hospital. 

“The vaccines have just arrived,” Juan tells Lorenzo. “This will be over soon.”

But Lorenzo isn’t so sure. 

While everyone else’s spirits seem lifted, he feels a sense of foreboding. 

And a quick look at Daniel confirms he’s not the only one who feels that way. He’s sure Huntley would have told Daniel not to take the vaccine. She was so sure of herself. So strongly opposed to it. 

He surveys the room. Most lying in the beds have already developed the rash, and he’s worried, either way, it might be too late for them. That their disease has progressed past the point of no return.

More than likely though, what has him most upset has to do with a conversation earlier this morning. 

His late father’s personal physician had run blood work on him just after he took the vaccine and again late last night.

 

“Lorenzo, although you are feeling well, your white blood count is up quite a bit. I would expect to see that after taking a vaccine. It just means your body is learning to fight the disease. What is unusual, however, is your lowered red blood count. Have you noticed any unusual bleeding?”

“Not at all.”

The doctor sighed. “I know, with everything going on in our country, it isn’t a good time to bring this up, but you might have something else going on—health-wise.”

“Like what?”

“To be completely blunt, you have the same illness your father had. The one we couldn’t cure. Your blood work is so similar to his before his passing that I had to double-check I hadn’t pulled up his record by mistake. You need to get your affairs in order. I’m guessing you only have a few days left on this earth.”




Lorenzo looks at the clock on the wall.

At the woman carrying the next king of Montrovia.

And at the walkie-talkie sitting on the bedside table next to her. 

In thirty minutes’ time, he will use it to order the administration of the vaccines to the people of his country—a move that will either save his people or doom them. 

But he will probably never know because, soon after that, he will, without a doubt, die.
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“She’s not going to make it back,” Ares says to Intrepid and Blake Cassleberry, who are huddled in the basement of the villa, waiting to hear anything from Huntley while simultaneously trying to get any kind of line of communications open.

“And we wouldn’t know it if she did.” Intrepid punches another number into his phone and then slams it onto the desk in frustration. “Nothing is working.”

“We need to go to the hospital,” Ares says. 

“We have no proof to support our cause,” Blake replies, feeling defeated.

“No, but if Huntley does succeed, that is the first place she will go.”

“That’s true,” Intrepid agrees. “Get in your disguise, and we’ll leave immediately.”

Ares shakes his head. “I’m not wearing it.”

“Mike Burnes is there. As is the president,” Blake argues.

“I don’t care anymore. My son and his new wife are going to die either way, and I’m going to be there with them as myself when it happens.”

“And what about the rest of the world?” Intrepid asks.

“I’ll state my case to Lorenzo and plead with him not to give the vaccines. Or at least talk him into giving Huntley more time. And, if he doesn’t listen, at least I will know that I tried my best.”

“You’ve been trying to stop this for over six years,” Blake says.

“And, now, it’s over,” Ares replies.
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My nostrils flare at a smell. 

I breathe in a strong, pungent scent.

My body does a shiver. 

And I open my eyes. 

I see shapes. I hear a soft purring. I feel movement next to me.

I react quickly, crossing my arms over my head to protect myself from the beating that I instinctively know is coming.

It’s then that I discover that I’m restrained.

Not good. 

At all. 

Was I captured?

“It’s okay,” I hear a female voice say. “Huntley, you’re okay. We’re safe.”

At first, I think it’s my mother’s voice.

I shake my head and try to focus on the tone. “Sophie?” 

It’s then that I become more aware. 

My vision clears.

I’m in a helicopter. Military. UH-60 Black Hawk, I think. 

I’m strapped into one of the rear seats. 

I remember firing at the man I was fighting.

Killing him. 

And getting shot with what I assumed was a poisoned dart. 

“Tranquilizer dart?” I ask.

“Yes,” a soldier to my left says. He’s of a stocky build with gorgeous green eyes and wearing military fatigues with a small American flag patch. He hands me a headset, so we can communicate without yelling. 

I’m quickly introduced to the six men onboard.

“We did it,” Sophie says happily over the comms. “We’ve got the proof, and we’re about halfway to Montrovia.”

I immediately check the countdown on my watch and feel an immense sense of relief when I see there are still twenty minutes before the shots will be given—provided they didn’t decide to start early.

“How did you guys get to Ronda so fast?” I ask.

“We were out on routine maneuvers when we got the call from the commander of Morón Air Base,” the pilot says. “He told us to hightail it over and then get you to the Montrovian border.”

“The border? What? No, that won’t work!” I exclaim.

“Where do you need to go, ma’am?” the crew chief sitting next to me asks. 

“We have to go into the country, to the hospital specifically.”

“The country is under quarantine,” the pilot says. “No one is allowed in or out.”

“Did your commander tell you why you needed to get us there?”

“No, we were just told to provide VIP transport.”

“You know the disease that started in Montrovia? The one they say will kill everyone in the world if they don’t take the vaccine?”

“Yep. We’re set to get the vaccines this evening back at the base.”

“It’s not the disease that is going to kill people. It’s the vaccine.” I point to Sophie. “Her father discovered it, and we have proof of what the vaccine will do. You have to drop me and the box off at the main hospital in the capital. Then, you need to get Sophie somewhere she can announce the truth to the rest of the world. She won’t be able to do that from Montrovia because their communications systems are all down.”

“Roger,” the pilot responds. “We’ll come up with something.”

My comms are switched off, so I can’t hear what they are discussing, but it appears to be tense.




A few minutes later, the crew chief next to me says, “Since the country is under quarantine, we won’t be able to announce our presence. We’ll fly in low. Our plan is to drop you off at the hospital and then hightail it out of there.”

“I’m not as worried about getting in as I am about you getting out,” I say. “Rumors before I left suggested that any aircraft that tried to leave might be shot down.”

“Well, you’re lucky we happen to be fully loaded and can handle the threat.”

“And where will you take Sophie?” 

“I would assume back to the base.”

“And how long will that take?”

“At least an hour.”

“That’s too much time. Wait!” I say, suddenly remembering something Daniel told me regarding the security of the president while he attended the Olympics. “Can you land a helicopter on an aircraft carrier?” 

“Of course,” the pilot says. “We can land anywhere. As long as the seas are calm and I have enough room.”

“A Navy flotilla was moved into position just off the coast of Montrovia to protect President Spear while he was attending the Olympics. And more ships were added when people started getting sick. Could you get to them faster than the base?” I ask.

“Absolutely,” the copilot replies. “Let me get on the horn and see what we can arrange.” 

After a heated conversation with someone only the pilots can hear, he says, “We’ll drop you off at the hospital and take Miss Sophie out to the carrier. But we won’t be able to land.”

He then tells me the rest of the plan.

I’m given some ibuprofen to help with my injuries and the headache I have from the tranquilizer. I get unbuckled and move around a little, stretching my arms and legs and inventorying what hurts. 

Which … is pretty much everything. 

My knuckles are bruised. I have numerous scratches from the broken mirror glass. My ribs ache. The corner of my lip and above my eyebrow are cut, and my cheekbone is swollen. 

But it feels a whole heck of a lot better than being dead. 
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“We’re approaching the border,” the pilot announces.

I look down, thinking about the citizens of Montrovia, knowing how they love the view of the morning sun glittering off the water in the harbor and beyond. 

A view that I hope they will be able to appreciate in the future.

A voice comes over the communications channel, so loud that it hurts my ears.

“Aircraft approaching Montrovian airspace, turn around. Country under quarantine.”

Who’s that? I mouth to the soldier sitting next to me.

“Air traffic control,” he says through his headset. 

“Can they not hear what we say?”

“No, we have five different channels we can converse on, but ATC supersedes them all.”

“Are we going to respond?” I wonder aloud.

“Aircraft approaching Montrovian airspace, turn around. Country under quarantine.”

I don’t say a word, and neither does the pilot. 

It would really suck to make it all this way, only to get blown out of the air. 

And, quite honestly, even with all my training, this whole situation is not in my area of expertise. 

I guess, worst case, I jump out of the helicopter—with the proof somehow—commandeer a vehicle, and drive to the hospital. Of course, that would mean I couldn’t stop the first of the vaccines given, but maybe I could stop most of them.

“Aircraft approaching Montrovian airspace, turn around. Country under quarantine.”

“Not planning to respond at this point,” the pilot says. “If they get too annoying, we will just shut them off.”

“How are they communicating with you?” I ask. “I thought all communications to the country were down?”

“There are special satellites with military encryption that cannot be hacked. That allows us to maintain coms—”

“But I thought—”

“Aircraft approaching Montrovian airspace, turn around. Country under quarantine.”

“Now, they are pinging us via radar,” the copilot says.

“Is that bad?” Sophie wonders.

“What does pinging mean exactly?” I ask. “Is it like when you send a ping over the internet?”

“Yes. Air traffic controllers are good at tracking what we call rogue signals from the ground. The current system then uses radar to ping an aircraft. Our transponder will send a signal back.”

“Can’t we stop it from doing that?” I ask, feeling a little panicked. I know plenty about armaments and how to kill. I was even trained to fly different aircrafts via simulator, but never in the simulations was I under attack in the air.

And I’m worried that we’re going to be. 

And I hope the men on this helicopter understand that.

But they are professionals, and I can tell by the calm control of their demeanors that they most certainly understand the stakes.

“Aircraft approaching Montrovian airspace, turn around. Country under quarantine.”

“Maybe we should respond,” the pilot says. “If we explain the circumstances for our coming into the country—”

“No!” I yell out, still not knowing who I can trust. 

“Aircraft approaching Montrovian airspace, turn around. Country under quarantine.”

An alarm goes off in the helicopter, and a pleasant-sounding woman’s voice says, “Laser tracking engaged.”

“We’re being laser-tracked?” I ask, trying really hard to keep my cool. “Are you saying they are going to shoot us out of the sky?”

“No,” the pilot says. “It means, they are tracking us. If they were going to shoot at us, that would be laser-targeted.”

“Oh. Well, that’s good,” Sophie says just as another alert goes off. 

“Laser targeting engaged.”

“Don’t fret about it,” one of the crewmen tells us.

“At what point do you take it seriously?” I ask.

“When it’s coming at us,” the crewman says with a laugh, and I realize they are just as crazy as I am regarding my own well-being.

“Laser lock,” the voice says serenely.

“Two o’clock,” the copilot says, equally as calm. “Surface to air missile just fired at us.”

I watch in horror as the rocket takes off into the sky, obviously coming toward us.

“Get buckled up,” the serviceman next to me says.

I do as requested just as the pilot takes the helicopter up higher in the air, quickly putting elevation between us. 

“Popping the chaff,” the copilot says as the pilot maneuvers the craft.

“Roger,” the pilot replies. “Breaking contact. Down and left.”

Down and left means we roll sixty degrees in a downward pitch and feel about two Gs of gravitational force on us. Sophie’s eyes are huge, and she’s gripping her seat belt with white knuckles. 

I’m just praying I don’t die by missile sent from the very country I’m trying to save. 

Especially when the helicopter rolls back in the opposite direction. 

“Missile passed our tail,” the crew chief says. “All clear.”

“Did the chaff blow up the missile?” Sophie asks. 

“No. It confused the missile’s guidance system, and the missile lost contact with us.”

“And if it hadn’t gotten confused?” she asks.

“We would have continued to get notifications via our warning system,” he calmly explains.

I think it’s time to talk to the ATC,” the pilot says to us before switching channels. “I have aboard the Contessa of Courtney, who is a personal friend of King Vallenta, and it’s imperative she get to the hospital. She is also the fiancée to the First Son of the United States.”

“Aircraft, you have entered Montrovian airspace. Turn around. Country under quarantine.” 

“ATC, just so you understand, we’re loaded with sixteen hellfire missiles for anyone who wants to mess with us. We can do some serious damage to your country. I would think, considering your country’s current situation, getting Daniel Spear’s fiancée to the hospital before he dies from the disease he caught in your country would be the least of your worries.”

“Aircraft, you have entered Montrovian airspace, turn around, or we will fire again.”

“Look, no one wants in your plagued-ass country right now. You’re only supposed to be worried about people getting out. Am I right?”

All that fills the plane is the sound of silence. 

“Not that we needed their approval,” the pilot says, “but this will certainly make things easier.”

“Or maybe they are just getting out of the way of another country who does wish us harm,” I suggest. “Montrovia is surrounded by them.”

“Either way,” he says, “we’re going for it.”




T-MINUS:00:05:21




“Two minutes until drop,” the copilot says. 

“Drop?” I ask. 

“If we don’t land in the country, technically, we were never there,” the soldier next to me says with a chuckle, handing me a pair of fatigues. “Put these on over your shorts to protect your legs.” He turns to one of the men. “Baxter, you have the smallest feet. Give the lady your boots.”

Dr. Kate would die of embarrassment if she saw the way I look now. My beautiful designer shorts are looking worse for wear, the side seam ripped halfway up my leg. I slip the fatigues over them and pull on a pair of socks and boots, feeling grateful to have them on my bare feet. I have no idea where my shoes are, but my handbag is still strapped across my body.

I watch as the operators on board ready thick ropes.

“Are we going to fast-rope?” I ask, finally understanding their plan. I’ve obviously gone soft. After all the private jets, helicopter transfers, and black cars, I think I had a different kind of drop-off in mind. 

Fast-rope is also known as Fast Rope Insertion Extraction System. It’s a technique often used to deploy troops from a helicopter when the helicopter is either unable to land or doesn’t want to. I’ve never done it out of a real helicopter, but at Blackwood, we had a shell of one that we used to practice. 

It will be a lot more fun than a limo.

And faster. 

“Do you know how to do it?” the serviceman asks me. 

“Yes,” I tell him. 

“Can I ask how?” he says.

“Video games,” I offer with a shrug, not even sure why I’m trying to maintain my cover at this point. 

He narrows his eyes at me but doesn’t comment further. I’m assuming there’s a lot that goes on that these guys can’t talk about. And I doubt they will say a word.

“Put these on, too,” he says, handing me safety glasses. “The rotor downwash can send flying debris that you don’t want to get in your eyes.”

“Roger that,” I reply with a grin. 

He studies my low-cut white blouse and then rolls his eyes at me. “Your blouse is already ruined with blood and sand. I don’t think the ride down will do it much worse. And at least, it has long sleeves.”

Once I’m prepped, the men start working on the trunk, putting it into a suspension sling that will allow them to lower the cargo onto the roof.

I spot the harbor and then the casino. 

The capital city of the country I fell in love with.

The place I fell in love.

Off in the distance, I can see my father’s CitySphere rising into the air, the sunlight playing off the marble and looking like a white beacon of hope. 

The palace comes into view next, and tears fill my eyes when I see the turret. 

Our turret. 

I feel like I’m coming home.

I think about the story Lorenzo told me. About sailors returning from sea. About the women they loved waiting for them. 

And I can’t help but wish things were different and that he were waiting for me.

I hear his voice in my head, reciting the poem he wrote in my honor. The necklace engraved with the words of love I dropped into his lap just under twenty-four hours ago even though it feels like a lifetime ago.




Glimmering waters beckon,

Cliffs come into view.

The ocean kisses the shoreline,

As I dream of you.




I’m wiping away tears when I spot the hospital. 

I say a quick prayer that the people I love haven’t succumbed to the disease yet, put the glasses over my eyes, and slide gloves on my hands.

“Thirty seconds until drop,” a serviceman says as the helicopter moves into position over the roof. 

“We’ll send you and the trunk down first,” the operator tells me. “The two of us will follow. Keep your feet around the rope and your toes pointed.”

I smile at him as the other soldier says, “Deploying the rope,” and then he throws out the thick, multistrand military-green-colored rope. 

I sit on the edge of the open side of the helicopter. I grab the rope, stand up on the rail, tightly place my feet on each side of the rope, and then slide down it to the roof. 

The trunk hits the surface just after I do, and the two soldiers follow. 

In a few moments, the ropes are pulled back into the helicopter, and it continues on its journey out to the sea. Where Sophie will share her father’s story with the world, and they will hopefully act upon the information.
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I open the trunk, grab the things I need immediately off the top, and race down the stairs, yelling at the servicemen to follow me with it. 

There’s a buzz in the hospital that’s palpable. People are excited to receive their shots. 

If they only knew.

I see nurses counting out prefilled syringes at their stations, readying them for each room. 

Mike Burnes is pacing the hall of the royal wing, basically in the same location where I left him.

“Huntley,” he says. “Where have you been? We need to talk.”

“Yeah, we do. But not about my mother. What I want to know is if even one patient has died who wasn’t at the opening ceremonies?”

“Um, I don’t know. I don’t think that’s been discussed.”

“Well, it should be. Because I’d bet you money that there hasn’t been. It’s not the cause, Mr. Burnes. It’s the cure. The vaccine, if given, will wipe out over ninety percent of the population. And, in case you don’t believe me,” I say, handing him a single sheet of paper, “here’s all the proof you need. The man PureGen framed wasn’t who discovered this. That man was Dr. Nelson Andersen. He was recently assassinated, too, but not before leaving proof hidden away for his daughter, Sophie. She was scared and on the run. We teamed up and, using the clues her father had left her, found this. She’s currently aboard a Black Hawk out of Morón Air Base and on her way to a carrier in the Strait. We had to get her somewhere she could communicate with the world since Montrovia has been cut off. She will share more detailed documents to stop the giving of the vaccine.”

Mike Burnes takes a moment to read the note, and then he studies me. “Are you really Calliope Cassleberry? Charlotte’s daughter?” 

“That she is,” my father says, shocking me by stepping into the hallway, not wearing his Uncle Sam disguise.

“Ares, you’re alive?” Mike Burnes says, shocked.

“Yes, I am,” Ares replies.

“Me, too,” Blake says, coming around the corner. 

“And me three,” my grandfather adds.

“What is going on here?” Mike asks. “What are you all trying to pull?”

“We’re trying to save the world from The Echelon,” I reply.

Royston Bessemer steps forward with them as well and says, “Mike, everything she’s telling you is true. I was recruited to join this group just weeks ago. I wasn’t told their whole plan and was hoping to figure it out with Huntley because they spoke of her father’s plan for Arcadia. The perfect world.” He flashes the green ring to Ares. 

I slip the one from my finger and hand it to my father. “This was Marquis Dupree’s, the man who stole the nuclear backpack bombs.”

The servicemen catch up to me and set the trunk at my feet.

“Is that what I think it is?” Ares asks me. 

“Yes. I’ll leave you to explain the rest.”




T-MINUS:00:02:14




I take a deep breath outside the hospital room where Ari, Allie, Daniel, and Lizzie were being cared for. Bella Smith died four hours after developing the rash. Amanda Spear made it six. It’s been over eighteen hours since Lorenzo took the vaccine and Allie first showed signs of the rash, fourteen for my brother, thirteen for the president, and eight for Daniel. I brace myself knowing that I probably didn’t make it back in time to save them. That pregnant Lizzie might be the only one left. 

But when I step into the room, I find it looking much the same as when I left. Ari and Allie’s faces are covered with a lacy red rash, but no one else’s has spread that far. There’s an extra bed in the large private suite. One for President Ryan Spear.

Lorenzo is still by Lizzie’s side, holding her hand. Daniel is on the other side, doing the same. All three seem deep in thought.

Lorenzo jumps to attention first. “Huntley.”

“Has anyone taken the vaccine yet—besides Lorenzo?” I say to the room. 

Everyone shakes their heads.

“No one but me,” Lorenzo replies, “but we were just discussing the pros and cons of giving it to Lizzie. I am for it since I am feeling exactly how I was told I’d feel. A little run-down but none of the symptoms Lizzie and the others have. I’ve mobilized the troops. The vaccines will be given door-to-door, starting at the top of the hour.”

“Has anyone checked your blood?” I inquire.

“Yes,” he says.

“And let me guess. Your white cells are slightly elevated, which they probably wrote off as the stress of the ordeal or because of the fact that you took the vaccine.”

He squints at me. “That is correct.”

“What you don’t know is that your white cell count will continue to rise as they reproduce. It’s sort of like the hormones a woman’s body creates when she’s pregnant, causing the cells to duplicate each other, rising to create a new life. Only the cells in you are replicating to do the exact opposite. They are working to end your life. Tomorrow, the count will be double. The next day, that will double. In five days’ time, it will have risen exponentially—so high that it will starve your internal organs of red blood cells, which will then shut down completely—and within forty-eight hours, you will be dead.”

Lorenzo opens his mouth to speak, but nothing comes out, so I keep going, “If the vaccines are given, the majority of the world will drop dead in a total of nine days due to a massive stroke or heart attack. The good news is, for the most part, their deaths will be painless.”

“But I feel okay,” Lorenzo says, hanging his head.

“Yeah, that’s because inside the poisonous vaccine is a cocktail combining steroids with vitamin B. Anyone currently sick who wasn’t at the opening ceremonies will get better on their own in time. Their viruses and rashes will go away. Their respiratory problems will clear. It just doesn’t react to antibiotics that we’ve been trying to use. Inside the vaccine is the same poison that was in the fireworks, and it also happens to be the same thing that killed your father, although the version they gave him was weaker than it should have been, which is why it didn’t work as fast.”

Lorenzo buries his head in his palms, like he’s finally understanding his fate. He takes a deep breath and then looks up and into my eyes, a dying man needing to confess. 

“You should know then that Lizzie and I never slept together. We never even kissed.”

Lizzie nods. “The baby is Daniel’s. We just couldn’t say that with the nurse in the room. You told us how important it was to keep up appearances until after the Olympics. We didn’t mean to upset you.”

“And I would never break the promises in the wedding vows I spoke to you,” Lorenzo adds. 

“Wedding vows?” everyone in the room asks.

“On the eve of the engagement announcement, I didn’t just propose to Huntley,” Lorenzo explains. “We were married at sea, with no witnesses. It wasn’t legal but …”

“It meant everything,” Lizzie says, understanding.

Lorenzo nods. “We woke up to my mother’s announcement, and Huntley felt rightfully betrayed.” He turns to me. “I didn’t know that the vaccines would kill, but I do know that I am a doomed man. That I have the same issues as my father. That I will die in a few days. So, I have crafted a plan that I hope you will all agree to.”

“What kind of plan?” I ask him.

“I will announce my impending demise and make Admiral Lamonte king consort until my child”—he points at Lizzie’s still-flat belly—“is old enough to become king, which will be at the age of five. Lorenzo the Magnificent oft married his heirs to royalty from other countries, so this seems a fitting way to end my story. That is, if you and Daniel will allow it,” Lorenzo says to Lizzie. “You will marry Daniel and live in the palace, and your child will be loved not only by you, but also by all of Montrovia. And it will be your bloodline that will continue the monarchy of our beloved country.”

Daniel gets tears in his eyes, and Lizzie completely breaks down.

“Of course we will,” Lizzie cries while Daniel numbly nods his head in agreement.

“There are a few flaws in your plan,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Did you miss the part about how anyone who attended the opening ceremonies—including pregnant Lizzie, Daniel, and their baby—will be dead in a matter of days? The vaccine was never going to save you; it just would have only killed you all faster.”

“So, there’s no hope for us or our baby?” Daniel asks. 

He and Lizzie share a heartbreaking glance.

“I’m so sorry, my love,” Lorenzo says to me, looking equally stricken. 

He’s been so incredibly strong throughout all of this, and I have to admit, his idea for Lizzie and Daniel’s child to be raised as a royal is quite creative. I’m also very proud of the fact that not once has Lorenzo seemed to second-guess his choices or shrink from his duties, but he’s starting to ramble a bit.

Rather than trying to explain further, I take the needle in my hand, jab it into his arm, and press the plunger. 

“Ouch! What did you just give me?” Lorenzo yells.

“What I’ve been trying to tell you is that you aren’t fighting a virus. That’s why there isn’t a cure. You were poisoned at the opening ceremonies and then again when you took the vaccine. Honestly, you’re lucky to still be alive after a getting a double dose. But, luckily for you and everyone else affected, there is an antidote. Which I managed to find and bring back here,” I say matter-of-factly. I narrow my eyes at him. “If you thought I was going to let you die after everything we’ve been through, you’re wrong. Do what you want with your country now, Lorenzo, but if I were you, I’d call off the giving of the vaccines, or there won’t be much left of it. My mission is now complete.”

I open a small case with a few of the antidotes and proceed to give shots to everyone else in the room.

“I did it,” I say quietly to the ceiling after giving Daniel his shot, hoping his mother somehow knows that I saved her son’s life. 
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I glance at my watch as Mike Burnes and the crew I left in the hall rush into the room. 

“We have just one minute left before the military commences the vaccines,” Mike says to Lorenzo. “You’ve got to issue the order to stop it. I’ll explain later.”

“Huntley already did,” he says, picking up the walkie-talkie and giving new orders.




I walk out of the room, then out of the hospital, and away from the chaos. 

The sun is parting the clouds. Its beams brightly shine down, illuminating the capital city of Montrovia and the ocean beyond.

I still don’t know how my story will end, but I do know that the world as we know it won’t. 

And that’s good enough for me.

As I’m walking toward the villa overlooking the Mediterranean in the glitzy Cap de Playa Antilles—better known as Cap—I think about Montrovia’s capital city. I remember what I read about it before my first mission. How it’s a playground for the ultra-rich, boasting a harbor large enough to handle the priciest of yachts, an elegant casino complex, luxurious hotels, world-class restaurants, exclusive designer shops, an ornate opera house, and streets littered with exotic cars. How the town is a magnet for glittering events, home to an elite polo team, tennis championships, and a Formula One race. 

And how, for me, it’s become home.

I see reporters wandering about, obviously waiting to report on the first vaccines being given. I see recognition in some of their eyes and their heads turning, whispering to their photographers to get a picture of me.

I think about how my attire has been chronicled on the society pages and in the tabloids since I got here. I wonder briefly what they’ll think of me now. 

Although who knows? Maybe I could set a new trend. 

Huntley Von Allister was recently seen walking down Queen’s Boulevard in a look we can assume is taken from the military in our great country, sporting vintage fatigues with a couture blouse and military-style boots. Designers are racing to get camo back in stores.

I’m lost in ridiculous thoughts—possibly the result of a mild concussion and being shot with a tranquilizer—when a familiar Jaguar pulls up to the curb, a door pops open, and a voice I recognize says, “Get in.”

Once I’m inside, he says, “You did good, Huntley. Your mother would have been proud.”

“Thank you,” I reply as I pull a syringe out of my pocket and give myself the antidote.

“Where do you want to go?” Intrepid asks me.

“To my bed,” I tell him.
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Sophie Andersen stands behind a podium on an aircraft carrier in the Montrovian Strait and looks into the camera, knowing millions of people are going to be watching. 

She’s never been the kind of girl who spends her time taking selfies or worries about if her cheeks are properly highlighted. She’s the kind of girl who usually has her nose stuck in a book, the need for learning driving her choices in life. 

She’s also never been a fan of public speaking, mostly because she always likes being right, and she’s afraid someone will ask her something she can’t answer.

But, today, she feels strong. 

Because, today, she knows all the answers. 

And she’s going to honor her father. 




She speaks with passion and conviction as she tells the world the truth. And her words are backed up by the scientific proof in the presentation left in the trunk by her father. 

She explains how her father discovered the poisonous virus when trying to find a cure for autoimmune disorders. She tells the story of how her father was murdered. She explains that countries around the world must not give the vaccines to their people and lays out the evil plan to substantially decrease the population.

“It all boils down to this,” she says. “If you attended the opening ceremonies at the Olympics, you were poisoned and need the antidote to survive. If you are sick and have the rash but weren’t at the ceremonies, you won’t die. I promise. Your symptoms will lessen within a week.”

The press conference is then turned over to the acting president of the United States, who won congressional approval to take over for Ryan Spear.

He applauds Sophie’s heroic efforts to bring this out into the open and orders the military to pack up the vaccines and destroy them. 




Sophie steps away from the podium and is met by a handsome young man in a finely cut suit. 

“Your Highness,” she says to Prince Kresten of Denmark, “how did you get here?”

“As soon as Huntley called for help, I had to come.”

“What I meant was how did you get here so fast?”

“Oh,” he smiles. “I hitched a ride in a fighter jet. With a top speed of around fifteen hundred miles per hour, we were able to get here in about an hour.”

“Going that fast would make me sick,” she confesses.

“Made me sick, too,” he confides. “But I wanted to meet you and personally thank you for helping to save our world.”

She scoffs, “I didn’t really do anything. Huntley is the hero, not me.”

“Well, regardless, you played a big role in all this, and you should be proud.” He gives her a devilish grin. “And I thought you might like to come back home. To Denmark, where you belong.”

She smiles at him. “That I would love.”

“Good,” he says, tucking his arm around her. “Because I plan to throw a party at the palace in your honor.”




MISSION:COMPLETE




Intrepid and I go inside the villa. “I feel like bed isn’t a good idea,” he says, rubbing his hand across the scruff that has grown on his face during this intense time.

“When’s the last time you slept?” I ask.

“I don’t remember, but we need to celebrate or something. Not go to bed. We need to throw a party. After all, Huntley, how often do you get to save the world?”

“How many times have you saved it?” I ask, making my way to the stairs.

“A couple of times, I guess,” he says with a grin. “Okay, I get it. You’re exhausted.”

“And hungry. I’m going to have a grilled cheese sandwich brought to my room, and I’m going to eat it while I take a long, hot bath. Then, I’m sleeping for two days straight.”




I’ve finished my sandwich, and I am soaking in the bathtub, having myself a little pity party and reliving every special moment I shared with Lorenzo, when the door flies open.

“Everyone is here,” Daniel says, and then his eyes get big. “What the heck? You’re blue. And naked.”

“I’m not blue,” I say, covering my lady bits. “The water is.”

“Still,” he says, “I wouldn’t want to risk it. It reminds me of the rainbow ice cream I used to eat when I was a little kid that turned my poop blue.”

I nod my head toward the door, indicating that he needs to leave.

Instead, he hands me a towel. “You need to come downstairs. We’re having a party. You’re the honoree.”

“I’m not in the mood for a party, Daniel. I need sleep. But, before I do, I want to tell you something. Turn around, so I can get out.”

Surprisingly, he complies. 

I dry off, and then he takes a fluffy white robe off the hook and holds it out toward me. I wrap myself in the robe, tell him he can turn back around, and then I sit on the edge of the tub. 

“You saved us,” Daniel says softly, sitting down next to me. “Did you really drop from a helicopter onto the roof of the hospital?”

I let out a chuckle. “I slid down a rope.”

“From a military helicopter. There’s a lot you haven’t told me about your life. You’re CIA, right?”

I shake my head. “No, but my mother was. What started in Montrovia this week was supposed to have started six years ago. She had discovered the plot and was killed because of what she knew.”

“So, are you really Huntley Von Allister, or is that just your cover?” 

“I thought it was just my cover in the beginning, but it turns out, Ares is actually my biological father. He and my mother were close friends. I was sent to a special school to continue the training given to me by her. I tried really hard not to lie to you, Daniel. I liked you right away. And sleeping with you that first night was definitely not part of my mission. In fact, I was afraid it would mess everything up.”

“What was your mission?”

“To protect Lorenzo.”

“Did you think it was dumb when I said I was going to protect you?” he asks seriously.

“No, it was sweet, Daniel. Do you think of me differently now?”

“Yeah,” he says, swatting my knee. “I think you’re a badass.”

I lower my head. “I had a little breakdown in Omaha and told your mother everything. Before she died, remember how she took my hand?” 

Daniel’s eyes get misty as he nods. 

“She passed me a note.”

“What did it say?”

I get up, walk into my room, and take the note out of my bag. Then, I go back into the bathroom and hand it to Daniel. 

“Please save my son,” he says, reading it aloud. He stares at me, his eyes filling with tears. “When you left the country, I was mad at you.”

“I know, but I told you I was doing what your mother asked me to do.”

He pulls me into a tight hug. When I suck in a deep breath because my ribs on the left side of my body are quite sore, he quickly pulls his hands back, looking me over. 

“You were in a fight?” he asks. 

“I was in a few actually. I’m a little banged up.”

“And you did it for my mom?” 

“I did it for both our moms. I did it for Montrovia.”

“And for Lorenzo,” he says. “He loves you very much, Huntley. He was just trying to do what was best for his country. All his advisors, all the proof—”

“I know.”

Daniel stands up, goes into my closet, and pulls out a dress. “Put this on. Your friends and family are downstairs, celebrating. And you, Huntley, are the guest of honor.”

The dress he has chosen is cute, but when I go into the closet to put it on, I don’t like the way it looks. 

I don’t like the way I look. 

And I should be feeling incredible. 

I completed my mission. I saved the world. 

And maybe it’s an after effect of being pumped up on adrenaline for such a long period of time, but I don’t feel like celebrating. All I feel like doing is crying. 

I had my future all planned out when I left Blackwood Academy, excited to be on the first of what I hoped would be many missions. Now, I’m not really sure where I fit in. 

Or maybe it’s that I don’t know what I’m going to do without Lorenzo in my life. 

Because he should be here. 

Not Daniel.

And I feel like my dream has officially died.

My closet is organized in color order by occasion. I’m drawn to the black day dress section, but the first two dresses I see are a gelato-patterned Dolce & Gabbana and a tea-length Marchesa that I’ve worn before.




Lorenzo pulled me as close as my hat would allow and said, “You know, every man at the Royal Ascot is going to be thinking the same thing I did when I first saw you in that dress.”

“And what’s that?” I asked, suddenly feeling self-conscious and wondering if my dress was appropriate for the occasion.

“That they would like to attempt to lick all that gelato straight off you,” he said with a sexy smirk. 




I shake my head, getting the memories out. I grab both dresses and shove them to the back of the closet, hoping to never see them again. Or hear the memory of his voice saying, “You look delectable.”

Fortunately, I’m distracted by a sleeveless black crocodile-print leather Gucci shift with a tag mentioning that it’s straight off the runway. There are large GG gold metal buttons on the shoulders. And, with no waistline, I don’t have to worry about it hurting my ribs. 

I carefully slip it on and then add a chunky black leather platform loafer with a square heel. I refuse to wear anything uncomfortable tonight. I look at myself in the full-length mirror, knowing I should probably at least put some powder on my face, but my heart’s just not in it. 

“All right,” I say to Daniel. “This is as good as it gets.”

“You’re not touching up your makeup?” he asks, gently running his hand across my cheek. “Actually, I don’t think you should put any on. You don’t want those little cuts to get infected. How did you get all those little cuts?”

“I was thrown into a glass mirror.”

“Ouch,” he says. “Have I told you lately how amazing you are?”

“Daniel, I’m going to the party. You can stop sucking up.”

“I was actually serious about that,” he says sweetly. “When this all gets out, you’re going to be even more famous than me. I wonder if you get a gold medal when you save the world or, like, endorsements or something.”

“I really don’t want anyone to know, Daniel. Like, I really don’t.”

“Well, everyone downstairs knows. Your dad is crazy proud of you.”

“Let’s go get this over with,” I say, leading him out of the bedroom and down the hall. 

As we go down the stairs, the group in the home’s main salon starts clapping for me. 

Daniel lied. 

This is not a big party. 

It’s a simple gathering of friends and family—Ryan Spear, Mike Burnes, Blake, Ares, my grandfather, Ari and Allie, the Bessemers, Josh, Intrepid, The Bartender, Olivia and Terrance, and Belinda Smith.

Notably absent are Lizzie and Lorenzo. 

“Where’s Lizzie?” I whisper to Daniel.

“She needed to spend some time with her family.”

“And how are the two of you?”

“We’re having a baby,” he says with a huge grin. “And, if it’s a girl, we’re going to name her Amanda.”




The little get-together does lift my spirits. If nothing else, through all of this, I have learned that it’s okay to love and to have emotional entanglements because that’s what makes life worth the risk.

It’s what makes life worth living.

I get hugs, congratulations, and am asked a million questions, mostly by my grandfather who wants a play-by-play of everything that happened after I left London. 

I actually entertain them with a long-drawn-out version.

After that, the newly re-anointed president of the United States, Ryan Spear, and the director of the CIA, Mike Burnes, ask me what’s next—going so far as to offer me a job doing pretty much anything I want. My father beams with pride and makes me sound like a hero. 

None of which I set out to be. 

I just wanted to avenge my mother’s death. Be a covert agent. Fly under the radar. 




Later, I pull Belinda Smith aside. “What are you going to do after all this?” I ask her.

“I guess go back home, try to go on. I’ve been talking to my old high school sweetheart, and he wants to take me on a date soon. I was also planning on looking for a job, but there was a really large donation to Bella’s fund.”

“That’s not surprising,” I say. “Your daughter touched a lot of people with her strength.”

“Was it you? After the church?”

“No, it was me after your daughter told me at the Olympics how you had to quit your job, how money was tight, and how amazing you were to sacrifice for her. I made the donation because I didn’t want you to ever have to worry about money again. I also have an idea for a job for you, if you’re interested.”

“What?”

“Let’s start a superhero foundation. I’d like to see her way of fighting cancer spread around the world. We could give out superhero costumes or T-shirts. Maybe we can get a comic brand to donate them. Team up with a theme park. I see it being huge.”

“Huntley, you’re amaz—” 

“No, I’m not. I just inherited a bunch of money. Your love for your daughter and the memory of her strength and grace through her battle is what will make it amazing. You can set up shop wherever you want, grow it big or small. I suspect Daniel and Lizzie would be willing to participate as well.”

Belinda smiles. “Now, I can’t wait to get home.”

“Why don’t you come meet President Ryan Spear? I might be able to get you a ride back to the States.” 

“On Air Force One? That would be unbelievable, but I have to take Bella with me. She was cremated. She told me she’d die if I buried her underground for all of eternity. She was a little claustrophobic. Hated having CT scans.”

I think about the fact that Amanda Spear will be taken home in an urn. 

“She can ride home in honor then. I never would have figured it out had it not been for our conversation. Your daughter, Bella, is the superhero who saved the world.” 




The party is in full swing when everyone’s phones start dinging and vibrating with notifications. 

“Communications have been restored to Montrovia!” Terrance shouts. 

“I just got an update that says the king of Montrovia is about to do a press conference,” Olivia states. 

“Let’s watch,” Ari says, grabbing the remote and turning the television on while everyone gathers around. 

Watching Lorenzo is the last thing I want to do, so I discreetly move into the study where I find my father sitting behind what I now know to be his desk. 

He flicks on the television. 

“I don’t really want to watch,” I tell him. 

“Why not? You love Lorenzo.”

“I think that maybe our love was not meant to be. You’ve heard of Stockholm syndrome, I’m sure.”

“Are you telling me that you only fell in love and were married because of the circumstances you were in together?”

“Possibly. I mean, he—was he invited tonight?”

“Yes, of course, but it’s understandable that he’s busy, running his country right now.”

“I suppose so.”

He turns up the volume when Lorenzo and the Prime Minister appear on the screen. I expect Lorenzo to look happy, be smiling, but he still looks very grave. 

They announce that an antidote was discovered for those who were at the opening ceremonies and that the vaccine would have killed millions. They mention that the PureGen headquarters in London have been raided by British officials, as has any company that had ties to Dupree. They tell the truth about the coup being planned by General Agueda and give special thanks to Sophie Andersen and Prince Kresten for their part in all of this. They lift the quarantine on the country, reopen the borders, and warn countries with military assets in Montrovian airspace and waterways to leave. 

The Prime Minister moves offscreen, and we’re left with just Lorenzo’s beautiful face. 

“I want to personally thank everyone in our country for remaining calm in the midst of crisis—from the medical personnel who worked tirelessly to the citizens who opened their hearts and homes to our Olympic guests. There is a reason our country is loved by those who visit. It is because of you. May favor continue to fall on Montrovia.”

“On that note,” I say to my father, “I’m finally going to bed.”
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A group of four men are gathered around a round table via virtual reality. 

The leader has yet to start the emergency meeting when Zayn Kipling speaks out of turn, “What happened? I thought our plan was foolproof. That there was no cure.”

“There wasn’t a cure,” Maximillian Olivier states emphatically. “At least, that’s what Dr. Andersen told Marquis Dupree. What he neglected to mention is it was more poison than virus and that he could made an antidote.”

“We failed then,” Sergey Olander says. “All this work and planning for nothing.”

“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Rutherford Elingston adds. “We still have the treasure and the power and control that comes with it.”

“That is true,” Maximillian agrees. “And, fortunately for all of us, Dupree is dead, and the blame for this attack will be placed squarely on him.”

“Unless they are able to trace who knocked out all communications to the country,” Sergey Olander says. “Because, if they can, I’m screwed.”

“They won’t even think of that,” Rutherford Elingston says. “And, if they do, just say you were framed by the North Koreans or the Chinese or something. That you were hacked.”

Sergey lets out a deep sigh, knowing he never should have agreed to do this. Hillford was dead. He should have gotten out then, but he figured the son of a gun would have risen from the dead and taken out his family. Actually, he should do it now.

“I’d like to resign my position in the group,” he says boldly.

“All right,” Rutherford says nonchalantly. “If that’s what you’d like. But you must join us in Florence, as planned, to return your ring in person.”

“We will discuss new members and revise our mission,” Maximillian states. “Reducing the population and creating a new world order is still our top priority. It’s imperative we accomplish this for our children before the world self-destructs.”

“I agree,” Zayn Kipling says. “And we must choose our new members wisely. I suggest we all come prepared with nomination ideas.”

“We also need to determine if we are going to seek retribution against Sophie Andersen and if Huntley Von Allister was involved,” Rutherford says. “What do we know about our man in Ronda?”

“We believe he was taken out by the military team who picked up Sophie and took her to the aircraft carrier in the Strait,” Maximillian says. “We still don’t know if Huntley played a role in this.”

“And if she did?”

“She will have to die, too. Of course, we’ll make it look like an accident. Or maybe suicide.” Rutherford’s face takes on a look of concern as he shakes his head. “The poor girl. She has no family to speak of. Probably suffers from depression.”

Zayn rolls his eyes but nods. “Let’s decide their fate at the next meeting. The story will come out in the press by then.”

Maximillian nods and then signals the end of the meeting by raising his cut-crystal glass filled with the rarest of all scotches into the air. “To Arcadia.”




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY ONE




On the next day, martial law in America and other countries is lifted. People are free to move about again and go on with their daily lives.

The international stock markets and banks reopen, starting quite low but rebounding nicely—especially for Peter Prescott and Viktor Nikolaevich, who pooled their trust funds to buy as many shares as possible when the market opened and then sold them off for ridiculously large profits before the closing bell. 




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY TWO




On the second day, the massive task of discreetly moving The Echelon treasure back to Montrovia is started, being overseen jointly by Admiral Philipe Lamonte and Ares Von Allister. Their task is made much easier after Ares is able to override the security system at the TerraSphere so that no vault breach warning is sent to The Echelon, leaving them blissfully unaware of what is occurring.




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY THREE




On the third day, I receive a bouquet of flowers from the queen, thanking me for my service to her country. Sweet, but I was sort of hoping they would be from her son.

Josh flies to Britain for further training, having been offered a job in British intelligence. 




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY FOUR




On the fourth day, Daniel and Lizzie wed in a ceremony in our villa’s courtyard. They were planning to elope, but I put the kibosh on that, quickly recruiting the Kates to help us throw them a small but lavish event. 

I made sure Daniel’s and Lizzie’s families and close friends could attend. Even if it did mean Peter and Viktor renting a fleet of private jets to make it happen.

With the weight of the world off our shoulders, everyone is able to relax and celebrate. 

It’s wonderful, spending more time with Daniel’s family, his father and grandparents, who I have grown to love. 

And it warms my heart to see Ares reconnect with his best friends, Malcolm and Aleksandr, for the first time in six years, and they quickly pull President Ryan Spear into their fold. 

Peter and Blair are here together, the latter having called off her wedding in the middle of the worldwide chaos, meaning it never hit the tabloids’ radars. Blair’s grandfather, Royston Bessemer, has become fast friends with the spy team who helped make this all possible. 

Viktor brought Isla Windsor as his date. While his smile isn’t quite as big as Daniel’s, it’s obvious that he’s finally moving on. Isla is completely enamored with him, and their chemistry is off the charts.

My brother, Ari, and his new wife, Allie—who finally decided she would go with the name Allie Von Allister—are snuggled together in a corner, dreaming about all that is ahead of them in life. 

The girl who thought she was destined to be alone in the world is surrounded by family and friends. 

The food is amazing. 

The flowers and decor beautiful. 

The bride gorgeous. 

And the groom’s face is blazing with a smile, showing off both of his dimples all day long. 

Everything is as it should be. Everything is completely perfect. 

Except that Lorenzo isn’t here.

I can understand why he didn’t attend the wedding, but at the same time, I can’t imagine why he wouldn’t. 

Unfortunately, the reason probably has more to do with me than the happy couple.

I think back to after my first mission, how days went by before Lorenzo summoned me to the castle. I look down at the beautiful dress I’m wearing, a stark contrast to what I had on after my mission with Dupree, when all I wanted to do was get back here. To Montrovia. To Lorenzo. 

That’s still what I want. 

I’m just not sure that, after everything we’ve been through, if it’s what he wants. 

But I need to find out. 

For once and for all. 

If we are over forever or if this is just our beginning.




I consider driving to the docks but choose to walk instead, knowing my feet will be killing me but sort of looking forward to the pain. I open the front door to find Lorenzo standing there.

“You look tired,” I say, reaching out to touch his handsome face. 

“And you look utterly breathtaking,” he says, not moving any closer. “Was the wedding a success?”

“It was. The party is still in full force. Would you like to come in?”

“No, thank you. But I do have a question. Why did you open the door just now?” 

“I’m all dressed up,” I say softly. “I was getting ready to go out.”

“Where were you planning to go?” 

“Well, there’s this secret entrance to the castle down by the docks I happen to know about. I was hoping to gain an audience with His Royal Highness.”

“You were coming to see me?” he asks, looking serious.

And hopeful.

“Yes. But I wasn’t sure how I would be received. A lot has happened between us. A lot has happened, period.”

“Yes, it has.” He points to a car in the driveway. “I came to pick you up myself.”

“No driver? No security?”

“Just me,” he says with a grin. “Remember the first time I was here? When I crashed your party and offered you a tour of the castle?”

“I recall telling you that you would have to pick me up yourself if we were to go on a date.”

“And, now, I am,” he says. “That is, if you would do me the honor.”

“Where would we be going on this date?” I ask, cocking my head to one side, like I’m trying to decide if I should take him up on the offer. But the truth is, it doesn’t matter. I’d go anywhere with him. 

“Somewhere special,” he says, taking my hand and leading me to the car. 

He doesn’t say anything as he drives down the glitzy main street of the Montrovian capital and up the winding drive to the palace. He pulls his car onto the lawn where he had me park that day when we showed his father my car. 

Lorenzo is still silent when he gets out, comes around to my side, and opens the door for me. He takes my hand and leads me toward the turret. 

The perfect place.

“Easy elevator or treacherous stairs?” he asks.

“The stairs, of course,” I reply.

He rolls his eyes. “I knew that would be your answer.” 

For someone who was trained to anticipate every move before it happens, I’m shocked when he sweeps me off my feet and carries me to the base of the staircase. 

“You aren’t thinking of carrying me all the way up there, are you?” I ask when he doesn’t set me down.

“Oh, but I am,” he says with a grin.

I know there’s no freaking way he’s going to make it to the top, but I’m in his arms for the first time in days, and I’m not letting go.




He’s breathing heavily at the quarter-way point. I snuggle in closer to him, trying to make my body as small as possible for ease of fitting through the narrow staircase.

At halfway, he stops to catch his breath. 

“I can walk the rest of the way,” I offer.

“No. Lorenzo the Magnificent did this for his love, Marchesa, and I am destined to do the same.”

“Destined?” I say with a laugh. “You asked if I wanted to go up the elevator.”

“I had a moment of self-doubt,” Lorenzo says. “I feared you wouldn’t see me, let alone come to the palace. I feared that I’d ruined us. Crushed our love. Destroyed our trust. And I can’t go any further if I don’t know. Does your heart still flame for me, Lee, the way mine does for you?”

The ocean breeze is strong, and I feel both breathless and scared that we could be blown off this piece of metal and fall to our death. 

And, if that were to happen, I’d want him to know.

“I bought the dream dress,” I confess. “When you took the inoculation, I was out-of-my-head furious. Everything I’d worked toward to keep you safe—poof—gone. I didn’t realize in the end that I was going to have to save you from your stupid self. Not to mention, the whole it’s my baby thing.”

“The look of betrayal on your face when you took the necklace off and handed it to me said it all. I’d thought you would know I was only saying it because you’d told me to lie about my relationship with Lizzie. I didn’t think I would ever see you again, especially once I heard you had managed to sneak out of the country. I envisioned that I would live my few remaining days with a completely broken heart.”

“The scientist’s daughter was staying with a friend in London. Her flat just happened to be a few blocks away from the dress designer’s showroom. I realized then that, somewhere along the way, this all stopped being about my mother’s death. That my missions had become about us. That I couldn’t let the dream of being with you die. Even if you were an idiot.”

“So, you bought the dress?”

“Not only that, but I also allowed myself to try it on. It wasn’t finished the first time I had seen it. It pretty much is now. And it became my goal. Save the world. Save your country. Save the monarchy. Save you. Saving you was the big one though because I thought, if I did that, I could also save myself.”

“What do you need saving from?” he asks.

“A life without you.”

“Lee, are you saying you still love me?”

“I’m saying that my love for you has been the driving force in all of this. I see now why men go off to war to protect their families. I understand that, when you love someone the way I love you, you’re willing to sacrifice everything to keep them safe. Even yourself. That was my wish on my birthday—that we would be married, you and your country would be safe, and that you’d love me forever.” I pull his face closer and gently press my lips against his. 

“When we kiss, it feels as if I could fly,” he says.

“That would be pretty useful right now,” I tease, looking upward. “If you have a heart attack, it would kind of ruin everything.”

“My heart is full and strong. You mustn’t worry.” He gives me a beaming smile and continues his ascent. 




For this half of the journey, he doesn’t seem to be struggling nearly as much even though the light drizzle has turned into a full-blown rainstorm, complete with lightning flashing across the sky. But there is a bounce in his step, and he’s moving at a faster pace, possibly due to the fear of being struck by lightning. 




When we finally reach the top, he opens the door and carries me inside.

“Consider that one very long walk across the threshold,” he says. 

After a very heated and passionate kiss, he sets me on my feet and waves his hand out at the room. “The renovation in your honor is complete.”

I take in my surroundings. The turret is no longer cold and sparse, having been turned into a sumptuous suite. There is a king-size bed with what is probably a custom-padded headboard, curved to fit perfectly on the stone wall. The bed is tall and plush, stairs rising up to it so that, while lying in bed, you have a panoramic view. Off to one side is a seating area with a deep green velvet couch and coordinating chairs. On the other is a table with two chairs, brought up here from Lorenzo’s study. On it sits the chess board he gave me for my birthday, both queens standing in their respective assigned locations, but neither of which is ensconced by my engagement ring. 

“It’s incredible,” I say to Lorenzo. “I can’t imagine how beautiful waking up to this view would be.”

“I hope to enjoy that view with you for a very long time,” he says, dropping down to one knee and holding out the Arcadian engagement ring.

“Get up,” I tell him.

“But I was going to propose,” he argues as he stands.

I wrap my arms around his neck. “Lorenzo, you already proposed. And it was the most magnificent proposal in the history of proposals. You will write about it yourself in the journal that goes with this ring, so future generations will know of our love.”

He grins at me. “I already have written about the woman who not only captured my heart, but also saved my country. You, my love, will be forever remembered in Montrovia.”

“And I only want to be remembered here,” I say, patting his chest above his heart.

Then we kiss. 

It’s an everlasting, epic kiss. 

One I know that I will write about someday.




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY FIVE




On the fifth day, we wake up to the beautiful view of the sun rising over the sea. Lorenzo pulls me closer to him as he eyes our clothing, littered on the floor around the table. 

“Probably best not to tell our future son about strip chess when you give him that board on his sixteenth birthday,” he teases before pulling me back under the covers with him.




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY EIGHT




On the eighth day, rumors spread of a celebration happening soon in Montrovia, spurred by the landing of a cargo jet bearing roses from around the world. 

Word from the palace is mum, but it’s clear that their country will be having a parade, at the very least, as the path to the castle is currently being decorated with thousands of red roses—the queen’s favorite color. 

And all Montrovians agree. They certainly have good reason to celebrate.




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY NINE




On the ninth day, after the entire treasure is safely back in Montrovia, Ares Von Allister, Malcolm Prescott, and Aleksandr Nikolaevich meet in private with Lorenzo and tell him of their plan to fly to Italy today.

The men have a fairly heated discussion over how to handle the situation. Most want the ultimate revenge, but Lorenzo has a different idea. 

Something he knows Huntley would fully approve of. 

He gathers the necessary objects, gives them to Ares, and then offers up some additional assistance.

The group travels to Florence via private jet and then is shuttled to the Basilica di San Lorenzo. 

As they are approaching the door to the secret room with the round table and ten chairs, ready to interrupt The Echelon’s meeting, they hear a gun fire. 

Ares Von Allister is the first to run into the room, followed by Malcolm and Aleksandr.

“You’re alive?” Maximillian says, looking at Ares like he’s seeing a ghost.

 Ares uses the element of surprise to disarm the man.

“Why did you shoot Sergey?” Ares asks, waving the gun in the man’s face. 

“Because he wanted to quit,” Maximillian says, pushing his shoulders back and standing up tall. “You know as well as I do, that is not allowed in this group. I still don’t understand why Hillford allowed you to give back your ring.”

“Because he trusted me,” Ares states in a tone that implies he didn’t trust Max.

“Well, you were the only exception in the group’s history. And, clearly, that was a mistake,” the man says calmly. “I was sure when you passed suddenly that Hillford had finally caught up to you.”

“No such luck,” Ares says as he hands the gun to William Gallagher, who, along with Henri Durand and Gabriel Lavon, has moved into the background. You don’t have to see their weapons to know they are armed and dangerous.

“Why don’t you all take a seat?” Malcolm orders as Aleksandr bends down next to Sergey to check for a pulse. 

Aleksandr stands up and shakes his head. “Dead.”

“When I was invited to join The Echelon,” Ares says to the three remaining Echelon members, “I was honored to be part of a historic group of leaders whose intentions were to guide the world toward goodness and peace. But you took my plan and twisted both it and Lorenzo the Magnificent’s intentions for your own benefit in an attempt to control the world.”

“Not to mention, conspired to kill a whole lot of innocent people,” Malcolm adds. 

“It is a well-known rule of this group that you are never allowed to do anything to hurt another member’s family—the consequences being death,” Ares says. “What I would like instead is for you to surrender your rings.”

Ares moves around the table to the three seated men. 

“Why should we do that?” Rutherford Elingston asks. “We swore to be members for life.”

“Just like Sergey,” he says, glancing in the direction of the man’s body.

“You are a pacifist, Ares. A dreamer,” Maximillian Olivier says. “Brilliant, is what Hillford called you. But he felt your plan lacked execution.” 

“Execution is an interesting word choice, don’t you think, Ares?” Aleksandr says with a chuckle.

“You’re not going to kill us,” Rutherford Elingston scoffs, rolling his eyes. “We’re too important and much too powerful.”

“And don’t forget who controls The Echelon treasure,” Zayn Kipling adds with a cocky smirk.

“Funny you should mention the treasure,” Ares replies. “We should probably discuss that. In case you were wondering, it was my daughter, Huntley, who recently accessed the vault at the Sphere.”

“That’s not possible!” Maximillian exclaims. “We have had your ring since you gave it back six years ago!”

“She didn’t use mine, Max,” Ares says. “She used Dupree’s ring. After she took it off his dead body. I bet you’d like to know why she was involved. And I’m going to tell you. The CIA agent Hillford ordered the hit on six years ago after your failed coup attempt with Alessandro Vallenta was her mother and the love of my life. When you kill people, their children will seek revenge.”

“So, she saw the treasure,” Rutherford says with a chuckle. “Big deal. What’s she going to do, steal it from us?”

“Yes,” Ares answers. “In fact, she already has. You should also be aware that it was Huntley who tracked down Sophie Andersen, stopped the administration of the vaccines, and found the antidote to save those who had attended the opening ceremonies. I know you think your precious treasure is still safe in the desert, but it is not because you don’t own it. You never have. The entire treasure is back in Montrovia, where it belongs.”

“Which will make Montrovia ripe for takeover,” Rutherford argues. “That’s why Hillford moved it to begin with. To help protect Montrovia.”

Ares snarls at him. “No. Hillford stole it from the Vallenta family, plain and simple. Regardless of his power and influence, Hillford was nothing more than a common thief.”

“Regardless,” Maximillian says, mimicking Ares, “we have measures in place that warn us if the treasure is disturbed. You’re bluffing.”

“Who do you think built in those measures?” Ares asks with a laugh. “Me. And I know how to override them. It seems the current king of Montrovia, who should have been a part of this group since his ancestor started it, feels that such a great treasure shouldn’t be kept hidden. He’s giving it to the people. His people. And the people around the world.”

“He’s an idiot then,” Zayn Kipling states.

“King Lorenzo Vallenta, that so-called idiot, happens to have sent us with a parting gift for each of you,” Malcolm says as he and Aleksandr set an exquisite leather-tooled case in front of each man. “But you must take off your rings first.”

Each man complies, setting down his ring on the table in front of them.

Maximillian picks up the case and studies it. “I’ve seen these in the treasure vault. If I’m remembering my history correctly, they each held a fine writing tool, gifts for members of The Echelon.”

“I stand by my idiot comment earlier.” Zayn laughs haughtily. “Surely, Lorenzo the Not So Magnificent doesn’t think he can take control of the group, offer us a present, and make us go quietly into the night.”

“Maybe you should take a look at what’s inside, Zayn,” Ares says to him, a grin on his face. “It’s not the option I would have chosen personally, but it does have a poetic justice to it.”

Zayn flips open the lid, finding not the expected pen, but rather a syringe nestled in the gold velvet interior. The smile falls from his face in realization.

But Maximillian Olivier doesn’t seem to get it. “What is this?”

“The vaccine. You could say that it’s a pacifist’s way of getting revenge,” Ares states. “For you will do the honors upon yourself.”

“Let’s start with you, Zayn,” Malcolm says, “and work our way around the table.”

Of course, Zayn Kipling refuses to give himself the shot. He shakes his head, pushes the box away, and crosses his arms in front of his chest.

“I guess I should mention that there is another option for cowards like you, Zayn,” Ares says. “If any of you prefer not to cause your own death by injecting yourself with the vaccine you tried to give the world, you can walk out the door right now. Just know that, when you do, it’s out of our hands, for you will be met by a team of Italian Special Forces who will detain you before extraditing you directly to Montrovia. Once in Montrovia, you will be publicly charged, put into prison, and tried for crimes against the state. If you are found guilty of such charges—and make no mistake about it, you will be—the penalty is death. Also know that, if this is your choice, Montrovia—with the help of, well, the rest of the world—will be freezing all of your assets, shutting down your respective companies, and seizing your properties in order to provide restitution to the country of Montrovia and the families of those who died at your hands. Up to you to decide how you would like to proceed.” 

With a collective sigh, the men go around the table, one by one, giving themselves the vaccine that would have wiped out the majority of the world’s population. 

“And that’s it,” Ares says to them. “You’re now free to leave of your own accord. Go home, get your affairs in order, and spend your precious remaining days with your loved ones.”

The men all stand up, looking around, forlorn, at the stone room with its circular table and ten chairs, wondering how their brilliant plan went astray. 

The answer is simple: Huntley Von Allister. 

The three former Echelon members leave the room, escorted by three very dangerous-looking men who allow them to bypass the Italian Special Forces, who were indeed present, and get into their respective cars. 




“That was easier than I’d thought it would be,” Ares states, flopping into one of the chairs. 

Malcolm sits down next to him. “I will admit, I was sort of hoping they would put up a fight.”

“They were cowards at heart,” Aleksandr says. “It’s easy to hide behind power. A whole other thing when you have to face it.”

“And you think we’re powerful?” Malcolm teases. 

“Heck yeah,” Aleksandr replies with a grin, rubbing his hands together like a nefarious character. “The three of us together are unstoppable. Now, we control the world.”

Malcolm and Ares break out into laughter. 

“We did good, didn’t we?” Ares asks. He gets up, finds a bottle of rare scotch and some glasses on a tray behind him, and pours them each a glass. 

“To us,” Ares says after he’s distributed them.

“And to the future of The Echelon,” Malcolm adds. 




After they have enjoyed a toast and a moment of reflection over their journey, they do the final task Lorenzo asked of them. 

Ares takes a phone out of his jacket pocket and sends out an important text.




To all Society members: The vaccines you received were nothing more than a saline solution filled with vitamins. If you are sick, you will get better in a few days. If you had taken the vaccine that was sent to the militaries across the world, you and hundreds of millions would be dead, reducing our world population by over 90%. Fortunately for humankind, the king of Montrovia and his secret services uncovered this plot to destroy our world as we know it. You can leave your vaults. We suggest, instead of hoarding your gold, money, and supplies for doomsday, that you share it with those in need. That will be the focus of our group, going forward.




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY TEN




On the tenth day after Huntley’s mission ended, in a secret room in an old part of a church in the Montrovian countryside, King Lorenzo Giovanni Baptiste Vallenta V stands in front of a worn wooden table encircled by ten chairs. On the table in front of each chair, but his own, is a box bearing a centuries-old emerald ring. And behind each chair are his nine chosen ones, blindfolded and standing still. Those that he hopes will agree tonight to join his inner circle. 

“Throughout history, the country of Montrovia has flourished due to the group I’m about to ask you to join. A group with one goal and one goal only—to use our power and influence to gently guide the world toward peace, prosperity, and stability while holding the welfare of Montrovia dear to its heart. This group was started by Lorenzo the Magnificent, the first king of Montrovia, and membership was passed down from one generation to the next. Some of this group’s former members forgot that with great power comes responsibility. Our goal is not to obtain power. We simply want to work together to create a better world for all. 

“Your name will not be spoken aloud, so when I tap you on the shoulder, if you do not agree to keep this group a secret or cannot uphold its expectations, you are free to leave with the promise to never speak of this group again. If you agree, please remove your blindfold and take the seat in front of you.”

He moves to his left, tapping a man’s shoulder. Malcolm Prescott smiles, removes his blindfold, and sits down. 

Lorenzo moves to the next man and taps his shoulder. Aleksandr Nikolaevich removes his blindfold and takes a seat. 

Lorenzo taps the next man’s shoulder. Ares Von Allister removes his blindfold and sits down with a grin. Lorenzo smiles, too, knowing that having these three men at his side would have made his father incredibly happy. 

And so, Lorenzo continues around the table until all nine have agreed. 

Lorenzo takes his seat among his carefully chosen few—those who will not only help him keep Montrovia safe, but will also control the treasure and its care. 

These are the men and women who will advise him during his life and rule. 

Lorenzo pondered for days over what to do. 

Should he disband The Echelon that his ancestor and namesake had started? Or should he continue it with a renewed effort and goal? 

In the end, he couldn’t allow something with good intentions to be put to rest because of a few power-hungry men. And it is with a mind toward this that Lorenzo then chose.

He looks at those now gathered around the table. To his left is Malcolm Prescott, whose ring will eventually be given to his son, Peter. Next is Aleksandr Nikolaevich, whose ring will someday pass to his son, Viktor. There is Ares Von Allister, whose ring will go on to his son, Aristotle. The retired Judge Spear is next. He’s a brilliant and fair man who raised the current president. Lorenzo loves the idea of his ring being handed down from the judge to his son, Ryan Spear, and then later to Daniel. 

Crown Prince Kresten of Denmark has always been a close friend and confidant, and Lorenzo takes comfort in knowing the Danish royal line, which has actually been in existence longer than Montrovia’s, will be a part of this group for years to come. 

Sitting next to him is the Duke of Burmingshire, Welford Windsor. He comes from a noble family whose ring was stolen when Hillford came to power. He’s the father of Wesley and Isla and a man of much social and political influence.

There are three others here who would have never been allowed entrance to the group in the past simply because they are women, but Lorenzo felt that women needed to play a role in the group, going forward, as their temperance and love knows no bounds.

Lorenzo’s eyes move to Natasha Elingston, Rutherford’s daughter, who is the sole heir to her father’s vast fortune after he passed suddenly just four days ago. Natasha didn’t attend her father’s funeral yesterday, as they’d had a falling-out years ago, her father wanting her to take over the family business when all she wanted to do was work as a philanthropist, traveling the world and helping those in need. 

Next is Gabriel Lavon’s sister, Leah, who is married to the Italian rapper, Alfredo “Freddo” Ricci, and is well known throughout the world on social media as a design entrepreneur as well as for her work in supporting international charities. 

His eyes come full circle around the table and land on the love of his life, Huntley Von Allister. Her Echelon ring—for which he traded pieces of the treasure to a British museum—will someday pass to their second-born child so that he or she will never feel like just a spare, therefore securing two seats at the table for the Montrovian royal family from this day forward. He doesn’t want The Echelon to ever pit heirs to the throne against each other again. 

Each person is told to put on their ring, and then they raise the cut-crystal glass in front of them, filled with the rarest of scotch—a tradition he read in Lorenzo the Magnificent’s journal that dates back to the group’s beginning and should not be changed. 

“We might not be able to give every citizen of the world Arcadia, but it is our ultimate goal. Welcome to The Echelon,” Lorenzo says.




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY ELEVEN




On the eleventh day, once he has everything in place, Lorenzo addresses his people from the balcony of the palace.

“Our country faced a great challenge recently. As throughout our storied history, the people of Montrovia have stood at the ready for king and country. Our founder and first king, Lorenzo the Magnificent, felt that greatness must be earned, and the people made him their king of their own free will during a time when force was oft taken. 

“When Lorenzo the Magnificent left Italy, he desired to create his own perfect world. His Arcadia. While the world has been in constant turmoil for centuries, we have continued our founder’s desire of a peaceful place to live, to love, and to be. My role as your king is to continue that tradition, and it’s why, throughout our history, the military has pledged their loyalty to the crown. Lorenzo’s reasoning for that was simple—so politics wouldn’t get in the way. But I couldn’t be prouder of the way the government and the monarchy worked together through the tragedy that swept our country. As we move forward, you will see me working closely with Parliament for the good of our people, not political gain.

“On a personal note, you might have heard through the grapevine that Lady Elizabeth Palomar and I have called off our engagement. Many of you were shocked when our arranged marriage was announced because I had been spending time with a wonderful young woman named Huntley Von Allister.” He lowers his voice just a notch, his emotions flaring. “I’m here to confess something to you, for it’s pained me to pretend otherwise. I am in love with Huntley. I believe I have been since the moment I first laid eyes on her over six years ago when she was on a tour of the palace with her mother. The events that took place after that are tragic. But I want you to understand them because they have brought us to where we are today.

“I’m sure, like me, you will never forget the day that my uncle, Prince Alessandro, died. But what we weren’t privy to is the event that had led to his death. An event that rocked my father to his core. Because Alessandro, with the help of a small group of powerful men, had planned a coup and attempted to murder my father. None of this has ever been shared with the public, and I’ve only recently learned of the truth myself. Our country is very fortunate that an Israeli agent saved my father’s life. In the process, Alessandro fell to his death. 

“A few days later, while going through Alessandro’s belongings, trying to make sense of his treachery, my father discovered a Montrovian currency bill with a few remarkable modifications. The first being that Alessandro’s photo was on it as our king. The second was that the country had been renamed Arcadia. 

“My father, feeling deeply disturbed and not knowing who to trust, gave the bill to his close friend, Ares Von Allister. Ares was a lover of history and had studied Lorenzo the Magnificent’s quest to make Montrovia his personal Arcadia. My father asked Ares to try to figure out who was behind the coup. But, to understand that, we have to go back to the past again. It has long been rumored that Lorenzo the Magnificent started a secret society. I stand before you today and acknowledge that rumor as true, for his society known as The Echelon still exists today. 

“Lorenzo the Magnificent was a very wise leader. He had a small province and a small army compared to others, so he married his heirs into royal families all across Europe and befriended men with power. While Lorenzo’s brothers were in Italy, amassing houses and artwork for all the world to see, Lorenzo was amassing gold and other treasures in secret. He crafted ten emerald rings that not only proved inclusion in the secret group, but were also a literal key to access his treasure. He held secret meetings with this group, their goal to gently guide the world toward peace, for Lorenzo did not want war or strife to fall upon our great country. 

“Over the next few centuries, the rings were passed down through generations to the firstborn son. When there was no son, the group brought a new powerful and usually wealthy family into the fold. Lorenzo the Magnificent’s group met around a circular table, so all members’ thoughts would be considered equal. It was a place where Lorenzo wasn’t a king, just a man with good intentions. 

“But, in the last twenty years, one man decided to take over as leader. His name is not important, but his role in our recent history is. He was a powerful man in the world and had heard of a brilliant young inventor named Ares Von Allister. 

“Ares had drawn up plans for something called the TerraSphere. Although originally done for the government as part of a doomsday scenario—a way to live in harmony with our planet after a catastrophic event, like nuclear war—Ares wanted to build these Spheres around the world. He even came up with a plan for governing the world after such an event, one whose capital would be located in Montrovia. What was left of the world, in his plan, would have to band together to survive, becoming a single country known as Arcadia. 

“One night, among his friends after a night of partying at the Montrovian Grand Prix, he created a crest for this new world on a bar napkin. Each piece was based off his friends’ nicknames. It was that crest my father saw on the currency bill.

“Upon seeing the bill for himself, Ares feared that The Echelon wanted to force a new world order rather than wait for a catastrophic event to occur, so he turned to his longtime friend and CIA operative. She took a two-week vacation where she and her twelve-year-old daughter traveled the world, tracking down clues as to who was behind the coup attempt. The agent did figure out The Echelon’s plan and discovered who two of their members were. Because of the very powerful positions in the world these men held, she knew she was in danger, so she hid a series of clues in the event of her demise. 

“The agent tried to tell my father what she had learned, but he was away on business at the time, so she turned to a man she thought was my father’s good friend and shared her findings with him. That man was General Agueda. He betrayed both her confidence and my father’s that day by contacting the men she had named rather than telling my father. The general was promised control of the world’s military in the new world order and has been on their payroll ever since. The Echelon then ordered a hit on the CIA agent. She was shot, execution-style, in her home in front of her young daughter. 

“In a way, the young daughter had sort of been taught to be a spy since birth. She traveled the world with her mother on missions, providing an additional level of cover. The daughter managed to escape from the assassin and fled to the office of the man she thought to be her father, her mother’s CIA partner. They were going into hiding together when a bomb attached to the car they were in went off. The girl got out just in time. I will remind you again, this girl was only twelve years old. She went to a safe house where a man she believed to be her uncle hid her away. The CIA believed the agent’s family to be dead, and when Ares Von Allister learned of her death, he feared for his own life as well, which caused him to become a recluse.

“While all of this might seem like ancient history, I’m sharing these details because they relate to our present. Six months ago, The Echelon decided to try again—this time, killing my uncle Marcelo in a way to make it look like an accident and giving my father the poison that would eventually end his life. For The Echelon had recruited my cousin, Princess Ophelia, who was behind the recent attempts on my life. The general, meanwhile, was planning another coup where he would kill the entire royal family during the Olympics. When he was being arrested for crimes against our country, he took the coward’s way out, pulling out a gun and ending his own life. 

“Flashback to a few months ago, and not only did we think that Ares Von Allister was dead, but we all also learned of his long-lost daughter, Huntley Von Allister. What you don’t know is that Huntley Von Allister is the CIA agent’s daughter. She witnessed her mother’s assassination. She escaped from both an assassin and a car bombing. Things get a little messy here because, well … that’s life, so I’m going to stick to the facts. 

“Her mother and Ares were in love, but due to her job, she did not tell him when she became pregnant, for she planned to give the twins she was carrying up for adoption. She did give her son, Ari, to a military family where he was raised with the last name Bradford. When Huntley was born thirty minutes later, her mother changed her mind and kept her. She told everyone Ari had died, probably in an attempt to cover the guilt she felt for splitting up the pair. 

“It wasn’t until six months ago, on the twins’ eighteenth-and-a-half birthday, that Ares received a previously written letter containing the truth. He immediately set out to find his son, faked his death, and sent his children to Montrovia because of the rumors of a plot to kill me—a plot he knew was related to Huntley’s mother’s death.

“Needless to say, when Huntley and I met, we instantly fell in love, and her quick thinking helped to save my life on three different occasions. After the Queen’s Ball, we were actually kidnapped by Ophelia, who was planning to kill me so that she could become queen. We were rescued by a British intelligence agent and continued to work with British and Israeli intelligence to keep our country safe. 

“But it was Huntley, using her mother’s clues along with memories of their trip, who figured out how The Echelon planned to kill off over ninety percent of the population with their vaccines. Although, until now, we have let Sophie Andersen and Prince Kresten of Denmark face the public, it was Huntley who snuck out of our country, tracked down Sophie, and brought the antidotes to us. 

“I would be dead—we all would be dead—if it wasn’t for her. 

“You also might have heard rumors of a treasure of museum pieces being brought back to our country. I stand before you and confirm that the priceless treasure amassed by Lorenzo the Magnificent is real and that treasure is safely back on Montrovian soil, where it belongs. Select key pieces will be housed in the museum being built to honor my father, but the large majority of the artifacts will be housed in Ares Von Allister’s futuristic TerraSphere, which was built for the Olympics. Modifications are already underway, and we expect it will open to the public within the next year. All profits will be used to support children’s charities around the world. Our goal is for each country and each citizen to be allowed to live their idea of a perfect life. There will be no strings attached to our donations. We simply want all people in the world to have access to their own Arcadia. 

“I know many of you have felt that I am too young to rule. And, to be honest, there have been many times I feel that way myself, but my parents taught me how to rise to a challenge and instilled in me a love for my country. I will confess, however, that I did lie to you about one very important thing during all of this—and that is my love for Huntley. My engagement to Lady Elizabeth Palomar, who is one of my dearest friends, was a way to publicly separate myself from Huntley. It was supposed to show my seriousness and stability. It was a bit of a distraction to allow my fellow countrymen to focus on something positive while, behind the scenes, we were uncovering the threats. 

“Huntley’s engagement to Olympic athlete and First Son of the United States, Daniel Spear, was also strategic, as it allowed Huntley to freely move about the world. I’m happy to announce that Lady Elizabeth and Daniel were married a few days ago and are expecting their first child. 

“And there’s something else I need to share with you. The eve before my engagement to Lizzie was announced, I did something both very wonderful and very rash. I acted simply on emotion. 

“Huntley and her brother, Ari, were involved with a British agent in what was supposed to be the simple surveillance of a man believed to be connected to The Echelon. The man was also thought to be a possible suspect in the transportation of eight missing nuclear backpacks. Things went badly, there was a shoot-out, Huntley was mistaken for the man’s girlfriend, and she was taken hostage. Her brother bravely chased after her on a motorcycle, during which he was shot and involved in an accident. The men took Huntley to the home of one Marquis Dupree. You have probably recently heard the Dupree name, as it was his company, PureGen, that created and distributed the vaccines that would have killed us all. 

“Dupree held a gun to Huntley’s head that night, told her he was a member of The Echelon, told her part of their plan, and then pulled the trigger. At the last moment, he moved the gun to kill himself. A British agent managed to get inside, take down Dupree’s men, secure the bombs, and rescue Huntley. She flew straight to Montrovia. 

“On that night, we confessed our love for each other, and I proposed. We were immediately married at sea in a wedding that was not legal but meant everything to us.

“It is my great pleasure to announce to you today that Huntley and I are unofficially married and officially engaged. You might have noticed in my interview with Lizzie that I mentioned having put great thought into a recently chosen engagement ring. That was the ring I had given to Huntley the night we were wed. Just days after I’d met her, I was so smitten that I found myself spending hours of time in the royal vault, studying the history of the rings and trying to determine which one I would present to her when the time was right.

“Now that we are past the threats to our country, I find the ring I chose very fitting. It was the ring our first king, Lorenzo the Magnificent, gave to the woman who would become the first queen of our country. The jewels, which Huntley will wear on our wedding day, are aptly named the Arcadian suite because that is what she is to me—my perfect world. 

“So, what do you think? Shall I bring her out?” 

The crowd goes wild with cheers and starts singing the Montrovian song for long health in the old language—the one that started with the first Lorenzo. 

I step out onto the balcony and take my place next to the man I love. 

Tears fill my eyes as I look into his. 

He holds my hand up to the camera, showing off the ring and then telling them about the flaming heart design and how his heart flames with love and desire each and every time we are together. 

“Now, for the bigger news,” Lorenzo says. “Huntley and I will be married in the church and will celebrate with our country in a very short time. As a matter of fact, since you’re all here anyway, how about today?” 

“What?” I say to him as happy screeches and applause fill the air. 

“So, here’s our plan,” Lorenzo says to both me and the crowd. “Invitations are now being sent via text message to family and friends, who we’d love to join us in the chapel on the palace grounds. As per tradition, your future queen will be driven down Queen’s Boulevard before making her way to the chapel. I hope everyone in Cap de Playa will pause their daily activities and step outside their businesses and places of work to offer well wishes to the woman who not only saved our country, but also our world.”

“You lied to me,” I say under my breath. 

He continues speaking to the crowd, “After the wedding ceremony, there will be a private coronation where Huntley will officially become queen consort. And, as per tradition, Huntley and I will reconvene here, on this very balcony, so that I may present to you my bride and your queen.”

Lorenzo pulls me back inside. “I didn’t lie to you.”

“Uh, yeah, you did. You told me the flowers being used to decorate the town were for a parade to celebrate Montrovia.”

“A simple error of omission,” he says, possessively sliding his hands down my backside. “We are having a parade to celebrate Montrovia as well as our wedding and your coronation.”

I suck in a breath. “I want to legally marry you more than anything, but—”

“You need to wear the dream dress?”

I nod as tears fill my eyes. “Yes, I’m sorry. And, since you announced it already, I’m not sure what to do.”

“What you should do,” Blair Bessemer says, marching into the room, “is come with me.”

Lorenzo draws me even closer to him. “I couldn’t marry you in anything else. The dress is practically a character of its own in our love story.”

“Have you seen it?”

“Absolutely not!” Blair exclaims, aghast. “I told him who the designer was and how to get in touch with him, but under no circumstances would I have allowed him to see the dress until you walked down the aisle in it.”

“Uh, about that part,” Lorenzo says. 

“What part?” I ask. 

“Since we’re already married, I was told a first look wouldn’t be in poor form. Besides, I have a dream of my own to fulfill today.”

I squint my eyes at him, trying to figure out what he’s talking about, but Blair grabs my hand and pulls me away. 

“We must hurry. We have just two hours’ time.”




Blair hustles me down the hall to the queen’s study where I find the Kates, who have both agreed to stay on staff; the celebrity wedding planner, Ariela Ross, who did Ari and Allie’s wedding; as well as Lorenzo’s mother, Allie; and surprisingly, Lizzie. 

“Mrs. Daniel Spear,” I say, giving her a hug. “What a wonderful surprise. I thought you were still on your honeymoon.”

“We were,” Daniel says, sneaking up behind me. “But no way we could miss this wedding.”

I launch myself into his arms. “I can’t believe you’re both here. You don’t know how much it means to me.”

“Yes, we do,” Lizzie says. “Because, after today, all will be right in our worlds.”

“My mother would have loved to come,” Daniel says softly. “But, since she couldn’t, Grandma Spear decided she needed to be here in her place.”

“Are you serious?” 

“He’s serious,” Grandma Spear says, making a grand entrance. “When a young woman gets married, it’s very important a wise old woman is present—you know, in case she has questions regarding her first night as man and wife.”

Daniel and Lizzie stifle giggles, and I laugh through my tears. 

“All right,” Blair says with a clap, “we’ve got to get Huntley ready. Ladies, you are welcome to join us.”

“What about me?” Daniel asks.

“We suggest that you join Lorenzo in his quarters,” Grandmother Spear says. “We can’t have a fox in the henhouse.”

As soon as Daniel exits the room, Lorenzo’s mother snaps a finger, causing a team of waiters to appear, handing out flutes of champagne. 

“I’d like to make a toast to my future daughter-in-law,” the queen says, raising her glass in the air. “To Huntley. May the sun shine upon your days. May the stars brighten your nights. May the ocean breeze caress you kindly. And may the sea match the depths of your love.”

After the toast, a door at the back of the queen’s study is opened, revealing a massive dressing room. In the center of it is my dress in all its wondrous glory. 

“Oh my gosh, Huntley,” Allie says. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more beautiful dress.” She slings her arm through my elbow as we circle it together. “Look at all those flowers running down the skirt and spilling onto the train. And don’t even get me started on all the crystals. Although the top is surprisingly sheer and slightly risqué.”

“I’m glad you like it,” I say with a huge grin on my face.

“Like it?” Blair says, “Huntley, that dress is going to make history today. It really hasn’t sunk in yet, has it?”

“Yes, it has. I can’t wait to marry Lorenzo.”

“I’m talking about the fact that you are marrying the king of one of the wealthiest countries in the world,” Blair explains. “Today is the day you will officially become a fashion icon. Your wedding is going to be televised to millions.”

“More like billions,” Grandma Spears corrects.

“Which is something you should remember,” Lorenzo’s mother says. “Everyone is going to have their opinion on your dress. Some will say it is too much. Others will think it’s not enough. Regardless of what people say, this dress will set trends in the bridal industry. It will be one of the most photographed dresses in history. This dress is a combination of untraditional—with its illusion neckline, crystal and rose trimmings—and traditional—with its full sweeping skirt. In recent royal weddings, the trend has favored simplicity. And, while that might have suited the brides, it disappointed those who dream of marrying the handsome prince in an incredible fairy-tale dress. You, my darling, will not disappoint.”

“That is why we mustn’t delay any longer,” the wedding planner says. “Huntley, it’s time to get you ready.”




My hair is done up in a simple and regal chignon with a few tendrils pulled out to frame my face. My makeup features a smoky eye, balanced by soft peach cheeks and lips.

The queen snaps her fingers, and a guard from the royal vault brings in the Arcadian suite of jewels. The tiara is taken out of its velvet box and placed atop my head. The rest to be added after I get dressed.

I try not to cry as I remember Lorenzo dragging me into the vault on the night he proposed. I know that I dreamed of this, but it is even more than I imagined. 

Probably because, at that moment, I had no idea what was yet to come. The dire situation Lorenzo and Montrovia would be in. The fact that he would do something so selfless for his country, giving himself the vaccine before allowing his people to take it. 

Putting this crown on now means so much more than it would have then. 

It means everything I’ve been through was worth it. Every cut and bruise, every dark and scary moment, every time I doubted myself, and even when I doubted Lorenzo’s love. 

All. So. Worth. It. 

As I put on my dream dress, I truly wonder how in the world an orphaned spy girl from America ended up here.

In this place. 

In this dream.

With this incredible love. 




“Maybe, someday, you will be a princess,” my mother said as we walked out onto the balcony.

“That sounds boring,” I replied.

“Are you telling me you wouldn’t like to live in a castle like this?”

I glanced around. “It is very beautiful.”

“Oh, look!” our tour guide said excitedly from our perch. “There’s Prince Lorenzo and Her Royal Highness down there in the rose garden.”

“Prince Lorenzo!” my mother yelled out, waving like a lunatic and causing me to cringe. 

The prince heard her shouts and turned toward the sound of his name.

When he did, our eyes met, and we held our gaze. I couldn’t take my eyes off him; he was so beautiful. Even at this distance, I could tell there was warmth and kindness in his eyes. I was rooted in my spot, too mesmerized to be embarrassed. After a few seconds, he broke our connection, waved to our group, and then continued with his mother into an area of the garden that was hidden from our view. 




I never imagined I would see Lorenzo again, but the universe apparently had other plans.

I’m not going to question them.

And I know that would have made my mother very happy.




Once the tiara is firmly on my head, I’m helped into my dress. The way I look makes me want to sing with joy, but when they bring in the veil, I can’t help but cry.

This veil means everything.
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As I sit in the parade car, waiting for the okay to start the processional, I slip back into ingrained habits, thinking about what I would do if tasked with the role of protecting myself. There is no way I’d allow myself to ride in a convertible down the main street of the capital city. 

It would be a tactical nightmare. 

You’d have to have snipers on the rooftops—which there are—drones overhead—yep, those, too—a large security detail both in uniform and plain clothes—out in full force—as well as help from the military and local authorities. I know that they probably couldn’t stop a well-placed bullet shot by a trained assassin, but when two men I explicitly trust come to stand on either side of the car, I stop thinking. 

“We are in charge of the plan to protect you,” The Priest says to me. “It helps to have the element of surprise on our side, but the car has been personally checked by me. We have snipers—”

“On the roofs,” I say. “I already saw them. Thank you.”

“No, actually, thank you, Huntley,” he says, taking my hand and squeezing it. “My son and I owe you our lives. Did Lorenzo tell you that he has offered us asylum?”

“And are you going to accept it?”

“Not that I have much choice.” He chuckles but then looks down, overcome with emotion. “My son loves you both. Huntley, the way you took him in. Cared for him. After what I did to your mother.”

“Does that mean Chauncey is here?”

“Oh, yes. He was asked to be one of the children in your wedding party. But don’t tell him I told you. He is very excited to surprise you at the church.”

“He’s an incredible child. So smart. And that pout, I can’t even.”

“Tell me about it. Did I mention that I’m also quite enamored with his nanny?”

“What? Really?” I screech. “Does she like you back?”

“I think so. She’s put in notice at work, and she will be joining us here in Montrovia in a few weeks. Lorenzo has hired us as part-time security consultants.”

I turn to The Bartender. “Us? As in both of you?”

“Yes, he did,” The Bartender says. “Same deal. Only this time, I’m not opening a bar. I’ll be spending my free time fishing.”

“That’s incredible.”

“It’s because Lorenzo is so incredibly in love with you,” The Priest says, giving me a peck on the cheek. “You are very blessed in that regard.”

“Are you ready for this?” The Bartender asks.

I give him a nod, so he speaks into his communications device, officially commencing the start of the parade. 




Once we’re moving, I put my training to the back of my mind and focus solely on the fact that the sidewalks and side streets are packed with citizens here to see me. Parade watchers are blowing kisses, tossing roses, and in true Montrovian fashion, raising flutes of bubbly in my honor. 

A wide smile is plastered across my face as I try to wave and make eye contact with each and every one of them because I want them to know how grateful I am to be here. 

How grateful I am that I succeeded in my mission. 

And knowing that some crazy combination of fate, training, and love brought me to this place in time. 

I’m not sure what my future holds, but I know that these people, their country, and their king have all woven themselves into places in my heart, and it will be an honor to continue to serve them.




About halfway down the parade route, I spot the owner of the Punk Rocker. She’s waving a banner, wearing a Cure band T-shirt, and had the tips of her purple hair dyed red.

“Stop the car!” I say, causing The Priest to spring into action, covering me with his body. “What are you doing?” I say with a laugh. “I just want to acknowledge someone.”

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he says. “It could be a trap.”

“Stop anyway,” I tell him. 

When the car stops, the crowd yells out my name. 

I yell to the shop owner, “Miranda!”

She gets a shocked look on her face, and when I wave her over, The Priest hops out of the car and escorts her through the barrier. 

“I guess, sometimes, young love does work out, even when the real world interferes,” Miranda says with a grin.

“That it does. I don’t suppose you got invited to the wedding?”

“Me?” She laughs. “Of course not.”

“Lorenzo surprised me with the wedding today, so I didn’t have a say on the guest list. But I’m going to rectify that now. Come with us.”

She looks down at herself. “Dressed like this?”

“I can’t think of anything else I would rather see you in,” I tell her. And I’m serious. “You make me feel like a piece of my mother is here with me.”

“While that is lovely and I would very much like to attend the wedding, particularly if this handsome man will be there,” she says, flirting with The Bartender, “I’m a proper English girl at heart. I absolutely can’t go dressed like this.”

The Bartender gives me a wry grin and says, “I’d be happy to make sure Miss Miranda is allowed entrance to the wedding. The wedding starts in”—he checks his watch—“thirty-seven minutes. Can you be there by then?”

“With bells on!” she yells out as she takes off. “And a hat!”




The parade continues its processional, and before I know it, we’re entering the palace grounds. A few blocks from the chapel, the car stops. 

“This is where you’re supposed to get out,” Henri says. 

“And walk down the cobblestone streets in these heels?” I ask. “Talk about treacherous.”

“You’re supposed to just stand here and wait,” he says cryptically.

“For what?”

But then I hear a whinny from behind me and turn back toward the palace gates where a man, dressed in a full suit of shining armor with Montrovian colors flailing on both the horse’s armament and the flag he carries, is riding in on a beautiful horse.

The horse gallops up to me and then comes to a halt. 

“My fair maiden,” Lorenzo says, lifting the armored mask to reveal part of his face. “Will you have my hand in marriage?”

“You’re giving me the full fairy-tale treatment, aren’t you?” I grin.

“It’s what you requested when I rescued you from boredom with Daniel on my yacht,” he replies, jumping down off the horse.

“I love it,” I say, moving to touch the exposed sliver of skin on his face. “Will you be wearing this mask during the ceremony?”

“No, milady,” he says with a bow. “I am here on orders from His Highness, the king of Montrovia, to deliver a gift to you on this most splendiferous of occasions.” 

He holds out a box. 

A box I’ve seen before. 

A box that once held a pair of shoes that looked like glass slippers. Shoes that were made of Swarovski crystals cut to look like diamonds and set on a base more comfortable for dancing in than glass.

Upon seeing my confusion, he explains, “They were found just outside the rose garden.”

“I thought they were lost forever. I ditched them, so I could run after the kidnapper’s van.”

“I know you did. That’s why I’d like you to wear them today. It is because of you that I am now living a most wondrous life with the woman I love.”

“Clearly, I had an ulterior motive regardless of my mission,” I tease as I lean against the car I came here in and slip off the heels I’m wearing. 

He bends down, the metal creaking around his knees, and puts the glass-looking slippers on my feet. 

“Perfect,” he says, standing up. “Now, let my eyes feast on the beauty that is you.”

“Do you like the dress?”

“Like is an understatement, my darling,” he says, circling me. “I see why you were so drawn to it. Why you stopped in the middle of an international crisis to purchase it. It is the most stunning creation I have ever seen. Just like you are the most incredible creature I have ever laid eyes on.”

“Did you see the names I added to the veil?” I ask, tears filling my eyes just like they did when I put it on.

He moves closer, examining the pale pastel threads that were hand-embroidered in what appear to be striations from afar, but up close, you can see that the stripes spell out the names of those three hundred and eighteen souls who died from the biological attack on the opening ceremonies before I was able to secure the antidote. The most prominent names are First Lady Amanda Spear and Bella Smith. Alongside them are the others who were senselessly killed by The Echelon: my mother, Charlotte Cassleberry; Chauncey’s mother, Lara Durand; Lorenzo’s uncle, Marcelo Vallenta; President John F. “Jack” Hillford; scientist Dr. Nelson Andersen; and, of course, King Giovanni Vallenta.

“You have my father’s name on here,” he says, his fingers gliding over it, his face looking incredibly touched by the gesture.

“Of course. He was killed by The Echelon, too. Just as you could have been.”

He wipes tears from his eyes and then says, “I’m so very glad you didn’t allow that to happen.”

“Me, too.” I lean up and kiss the metal covering his cheek. “I didn’t know we would get married so soon, but I called the designer after our night in the turret and suggested the additions. I wanted them all to be remembered. To be here with us today.”

“They are, my love,” he says. “And we will showcase the veil at my father’s memorial in their honor.” He takes my hand in his and kisses it. “I regret that I must bid you adieu now, my fair lady, for I have a wedding to attend.”

“As a matter of fact, so do I.”

After he rides off, I turn around and pick up the hem of the veil. Hidden at the very bottom is the name Anna as well as the letters of the alphabet, minus the S and the X. A way to honor Anna, the girl who was killed while I was locked in a cage in the basement of The Moneyman’s home, and to remember the students and instructors from Blackwood Academy.




A few minutes later, I’m making my way to the entrance off the church, recalling the conversation Lorenzo’s mother and I had just the other day about wedding tradition in Montrovia and realizing now why we had it.

I know that the groom will be standing at the altar with his best man, who I am assuming is Kresten, the crown prince of Denmark. And I know that my wedding party will consist of ten children ranging from ages two to eight, chosen from an assortment of prominent Montrovian family friends. 

The children are waiting outside and look adorable—the girls in pastel floral silk dresses and the boys in navy cotton slacks, starched white shirts with Peter Pan collars trimmed in navy piping, and matching floral cummerbunds.

“Huntley!” Chauncey yells out the second he sees me. “I’m going to be in your wedding! My daddy and I moved here, and we’re going to see each other all the time!” 

He rushes toward me, and I scoop him up into my arms, giving him a hug. 

“I’m so happy that you are. I’ve missed you terribly.”

“I’ve missed you, too,” he says, chattering on, “but I got to meet real superheroes, and that was really fun. And I love your house. I learned to bowl and shoot baskets and got to see my daddy and eat meatloaf. And guess what!”

“What?”

“My nanny is moving here, too. I think Daddy fancies her.” He snickers. “Maybe they will get married.”

“What do you think about my marrying Lorenzo?”

He looks down, little tears filling his big eyes. 

“Does it make you sad?”

“No,” he says, sticking his bottom lip out. “It makes me happy. Can I come to the palace for Pamcakes tomorrow morning?”

“Lorenzo and I will be on our honeymoon, but we’ll be sure to have his cook in London come here soon, so we can all have them together.”

“Yay!” he says as I set him back down. 

“It’s time for the children to enter the church,” the wedding planner says, leading them inside and allowing Blake, Ares, and my brother to join me outside.

“You look beautiful,” Blake says, his eyes welling up with tears.

“Are you all going to walk me down the aisle?” I ask happily.

“I’m going to bow out,” Blake says. “I’m just not comfortable, being on live television—not so much because of my facial scarring, but because of my former life as a spy. I have a very special seat scoped out in the upper level of the church.”

“They could blur out your face,” I offer. 

“Lorenzo suggested the same,” he says. “I’m here because I love you, Huntley. But please respect my wishes.”

I nod and give him a hug before he slips into a side door.

“And I’m just out here, so I can see my baby sister before everyone else,” Ari says with a grin. 

“Baby sister? I’m, like, thirty minutes younger than you.”

“Ha. I know.” He stops smiling and takes a deep breath. “You are a beautiful bride and will make a wonderful queen.”

I give him a tight squeeze. “Thank you, Ari. I love you.”

“You do?” he says, emotion overcoming him as I realize that I’ve never said those words to my brother before.

“Yeah, I do. And I’m really glad that we found each other.” I turn to our father. “Well, I’m glad you found us.”

“I am, too,” Ares says, wrapping his arms around both of us.

Ari wipes the tears from his eyes and says, “I’d better get in there, so we can get this party started.”

“Guess it’s just you and me, kid,” Ares says. “After everything we have been through, the fact that you and I are here, where we always should have been, helps to set the world right. Lorenzo’s father loved you from the moment he met you, didn’t he?”

“We hit it off quickly,” I agree. “I didn’t understand at the time that I really was your daughter, but now, it makes more sense.”

“Your mother would have also been very proud of you.”

“Thank you. I’m a little mad at her, still, but like you said, here we are.” 

Although Lorenzo touched on it in his speech, I tell Ares how my mom yelled, embarrassing me, during the castle tour. How she told me I could be a princess someday. And how I locked eyes with Lorenzo. I also remind him about how Lorenzo and I serendipitously met in the tailor’s shop at the start of my first mission rather than because of an elaborate scheme on my part. 

“I know you weren’t sure if you had done the right thing for me once you realized I was your daughter, but you did. Blackwood was where I belonged. My journey might not have been the easiest one, but it’s part of what makes me who I am today. I still can’t believe I’m going to be crowned queen after this.”

“Keep dreaming, Huntley, and more great things will come to you and those you love.”

“Speaking of that, any chance Ari and I can talk you into moving to Montrovia? You didn’t get to experience our childhoods. I’m hoping you can be here for your grandchildren.”

“In the future, that’s a possibility,” he says, patting my hand and possibly slightly patronizing me.

“You have until this spring,” I whisper. “Lorenzo doesn’t even know yet, so you’d better be able to keep a secret.”

He turns to me, eyes now completely full of tears. “We taught you to trust no one.”

I let out a chuckle. “Yeah, well, that didn’t stick, obviously. Come on, old man, let’s get me married.”

The bridal march starts playing, signifying our upcoming entrance.

My face is beaming when the doors are opened, and my heart soars when I see Lorenzo standing at the front of the church, waiting for me. He looks so handsome. His hair is slicked back, and he’s wearing a white military uniform. It has elaborate heavy gold braiding, thick light-blue trim, and numerous gold medallions. And on his face is a wide smile. 

The decor inside the small chapel is over the top. I was expecting the chapel to be doused in red roses, much like the city streets were. And, while I do love wearing red gowns, I wouldn’t say it’s my favorite color. I planned to use subtle pastels like the names embroidered on my veil, so I’m shocked when I step into a fairy-tale-like setting. As I walk further down the aisle, taking in my surroundings, I realize that’s not what this is. I notice the swirling designs from Lorenzo the Magnificent’s tomb etched into the grass aisle runner. You can’t see the walls of the chapel, as every inch is hidden by a forest of trees, each one with pastel floral vines running up their trunks and interspersed throughout their branches. A hanging garden dangles from the ceiling. Attached to all the branches and vines are glass orbs lit with glowing candles. The ends of the pews offer a tall pole with a large nautical lantern atop, each decorated with floral vines and filled with candles, lighting my way. More floral-filled branches swirl across the ceiling, looking like they are growing toward something. 

And they are. 

The branches meet above the altar, forming a circle and revealing an ancient painting of the place the decor reminds me of. A place with peaceful rolling hills, green grass, and views of an ocean beyond.

When I step onto the altar and take Lorenzo’s hands in mine, he whispers, “You are my Arcadia.”




I am nervous when it comes time to say our vows. Since we never discussed the intricacies of the ceremony, I didn’t let him know that I had no desire to repeat the words we’d said to each other during our wedding at sea. Thankfully, he must feel the same way, wanting to keep them private, because we simply repeat traditional church vows, promising to be faithful and love each other through both happy and difficult times. And, although I have felt officially married to him since that day and would have been happy to have another private ceremony with a justice of the peace to make it legal, I know this is important to his family, the monarchy, and to his country. 




After the wedding ceremony, we leave the chapel together via horse-drawn carriage and follow the twisting path up the hill to the castle. The entire way is littered with rose petals, and if I didn’t already think I’d seen the most extravagant part of the wedding, I’m seeing it now. 

We’re dropped off at the palace’s rose garden where there are new structures adorning the entrance. Beautiful metal arches join together to form a covered walkway. The arches are entwined with green vines with ribbons of flowers dangling from them, making you feel like you’re walking through a shower of petals as they blow gently through the breeze. 

The interior of the garden has been refurbished. The old marble statues are gone, as are the formal raised box planters, replaced with large swaths of grass where children could happily run free. There are small pools of blue water set with stones to jump across and a cross section of lush floral beds, mixed with tall wildflowers. 

“This is incredible, Lorenzo. What made you change it?”

“When I was a boy, I was raised to always act properly.”

I stifle a laugh. “Did it stick?”

He laughs along with me, taking my hand and continuing to lead me through the garden. “Until my teen years, yes, for the most part. I was allowed to ride horses and play futbol, but I wasn’t allowed to run through the palace or around the grounds. Someday, I want a more relaxed life for our children. And, for us, now. Since this is the start of our reign, I desire for things to be a little more casual. A little less stuffy and proper, if you will. But, most of all, I want you and our future children to be safe, so my goal is to create our own little piece of paradise.”

“I can’t imagine anything more perfect,” I tell him as tears threaten, and I wonder if I should tell him that our future children will be coming sooner than he probably thinks. 

He continues, “We will be renovating areas of the palace to include some less formal spaces as well. A family wing. I’m even putting in a theater room, and I might have ordered bean bags.”

“You’ve been very busy. I don’t know how you managed to do this, plan a surprise wedding, move the treasure back to Montrovia, and start The Echelon anew.”

“I have had a lot of help,” he says with a grin and then gives me a kiss. 

Our sweet kiss is interrupted by the ding of his watch. “It’s time,” he tells me, pulling his lips away from mine. 

“For what?”

“Your coronation, my darling.”




We leave the rose garden behind and enter the palace through a new set of French doors, making our way to the throne room. 

“Your coronation, like our wedding, will be open only to close friends and family, but there will be photos and live streaming. Although you must change.”

“Out of my wedding dress? No way! I might never take this off!” 

He laughs. “Blair and I had an argument about that. I said you would want to wear the dress. She said you could change back into it after the coronation. She had a custom coronation gown designed for you by a very well-known couture house.”

“Hmm,” I say, thinking. “Maybe I need to see the dress before I decide. Have you seen it?”

“I have not. My only request was that it be either a brilliant red or a rich golden color. But I’ll tell you a little secret.”

“You’re awfully full of them. I’m a spy. You shouldn’t be able to do anything without my knowing,” I tease.

“The spy who is about to become queen of Montrovia,” he states, pulling me close and looking into my eyes. “There were times when I thought this day would never come. Yet I imagined it every night before I went to sleep. That we would get through this. That Montrovia would survive. That I would not be remembered in history as the last monarch but rather a progressive king, like Lorenzo the Magnificent.”

“I think you will be an amazing king. Remember when I told you, when you dropped all the prince bullshit, I liked you more. Your people will love you simply because you are an incredible man.”

“Thank you,” he says as he moves his hands to my waist and then feels around.

“What are you doing?” 

“At the last minute, I asked the dress designer to remove the skirt on your dress and add another one underneath. There are supposed to be some secret buttons. Oh, here,” he says, undoing them. 

His stripping away the cathedral-length train is somewhat freeing and certainly makes the dress lighter. It’s still beautiful with the same flowers, but with the train gone, I can actually move around.

Dr. Kate joins us in the hall along with four members of the household staff, who carefully take the train away. 

“What did she decide?” Dr. Kate asks Lorenzo.

“I’d like to see the coronation dress,” I answer. 

“I think that’s a good choice,” Lorenzo says, kissing my hand before I’m led to what she tells me is going to be the new informal dining room.

When she flings the double doors open, I see another dress on a form. More ballgown than wedding dress in a beautiful rich golden silk satin, the bodice covered in beading. Upon closer inspection, I discover that the beading is set in the flaming hearts design, matching the Arcadian tiara.

“The queen’s imperial robe is navy with gold braiding, so I felt that the gold would coordinate better. What do you think? Dior did a rush job on it.”

“I think I’m cool with wearing this,” I tell her with a wide grin. “I mean, how could I not?”

“That’s what I was hoping you would say. Your coronation gown will be recorded in Montrovian history, much like your wedding dress.” She instructs me to sit down, so she can carefully remove the tiara from my head.




I put on the gown and make my way to the lavish throne room, coming to stand outside the stately wood doors. 

“In a few moments,” Dr. Kate says, "the doors will be opened, and you will walk down the small aisle, much like you did at the church.”

When the doors open, she says, “Smile pretty for the cameras,” but her advice isn’t necessary. 

My face beams the second I see that Lorenzo is at the end of the room. Just like his coronation, the colors in the room are brilliant—from the bishop’s richly hued robes to the banners displaying the country’s flag and crest and the choir’s bright red robes. 

I don’t think I could ever walk into this room and not be impressed with the massive blue marble pilasters, the wall coverings made of the finest of silks, the gilded moldings, and the large crystal chandelier—all colors that match the Montrovian flag and symbolize the country’s maritime roots.

When Lorenzo was crowned king after his father passed away, the queen’s throne was removed from the room since Lorenzo was not married, and it makes me so happy to see him standing in front of two ornate gold thrones, waiting for me. I’m not quite sure what I’m getting myself into, becoming the queen of a country, or if I even have what it takes, but I do know that anything is possible when Lorenzo is by my side. When we work together. 

I love him so much. 

After my procession to the front of the room, I’m draped in the Imperial Robe and then the bishop nods for me to sit on the throne next to Lorenzo. I’m handed the Royal Scepter and the Rod of Equity and Mercy. Then, a smaller version of the precious jewel-encrusted crown that was put on Lorenzo’s head is removed from a gilded platter and placed on mine. 

“God save the queen!” is shouted three times. 

The bishop completes the ceremony and pronounces me as Huntley Penelope Calliope Bond-Von Allister Vallenta, Queen of Montrovia.

Trumpets play, bells chime, gun salutes sound, and I walk proudly down the aisle with my husband and out to the balcony to officially greet his—I mean, our—waiting countrymen.




As we step out on the balcony where I first laid eyes on Lorenzo, the memory of my mother’s voice fills my head. 

“Maybe, someday, you can be a princess.”

Who knew she could be prophetic?

Lorenzo and I wave to the crowd that has gathered. 

“I told you,” he whispers to me, tightly holding my hand, “if you played your chess pieces right, you could end up by my side, history unfolding for both of us together.”

“And I’m very glad you were right about that!”

Lorenzo introduces me as his wife and Montrovia’s queen. 

I expect to hear more, God save the queen, but instead, they start chanting, “KISS! KISS!”

And there, on the balcony, the orphan girl who saved Montrovia gives her husband, the king, a kiss completely inappropriate for television. 

When we pull away to more cheers, Lorenzo makes sure the microphone is off and says, “I’m looking forward to our wedding night.”

“It’s not like we haven’t slept together,” I tease.

“Not as man and wife. Well, legally as man and wife.”

“True.”

“Except that, tonight, we will be practicing to make an heir to the throne.”

“I expect it will take quite a lot of practice,” I say, not wanting to spill the beans just yet. I’m waiting for just the right moment and hoping I will know when that is. 

“It most certainly will,” he says. “A most exciting mission.”

“You know what they say, it starts in Montrovia,” I reply.
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Ares finishes watching Huntley and Lorenzo cut their wedding cake at the reception. The reception decor is as equally over the top as the ceremony was, but he guesses that’s to be expected at a royal wedding. He’s curious about the significance of the single queen chess piece atop their eight-tiered floral cake but doesn’t bother to ask about it. He feels so happy right now; he can almost forgive Kelley for not telling him about his children. 

He takes a seat next to his old friends. 

“Here’s to Gio and Jack,” Malcolm says. “We’ve avenged their deaths.”

“We have,” Ares says, “but look around.”

Malcolm smiles as he watches all their children, looking happy and together, starting the futures they were destined for. 

“I will admit, when I heard you were alive, I was mad,” Aleksandr says.

“I was quite distressed when I had to make myself dead,” Ares counters. 

Aleksandr nods, weighing the two in his head. “I’d say we’re even then,” he says with a laugh.

“Thank you for taking in my children, no questions asked,” Ares says gratefully. “You have no idea how much that means to me.”

“Oh, we had plenty of questions,” Malcolm says, “but all you had to do was look at Aristotle or hear Huntley speak to know they were undoubtedly yours.”

“She’s going to make a good queen,” Aleksandr says, looking out at the happy couple on the dance floor.

“I’d say she already has. She saved the world,” Malcolm says and then turns to Ares. “With your help, of course.” 

Ares shakes his head. “She deserves all the credit.”

“The credit she doesn’t seem to want. I have a feeling, she was involved a lot more than what Lorenzo spoke of today.”

“She most definitely was. Someday, I’ll tell you all about it.” Ares grins. “But, for now, I guess I can take a little of the credit.”

“Oh, here we go,” Aleksandr jokes. “Now, you’ve bested us. You always were a braggart at poker.”

“Only because I always won!” Ares says.

“And, now that you had a hand in saving the world,” Malcolm agrees, rolling his eyes, “we’ll never hear the end of it.”

Ares looks down, overcome.

“Oh shit, you’re not getting all emotional, are you?” Aleksandr asks, his own eyes clouding with tears.

Ares looks at his friends. 

He looks back at their children, dancing. 

“She’s pregnant,” he says. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone. Lorenzo doesn’t even know yet. She told me as we were walking down the aisle.”

“Oh boy,” Malcolm says, his eyes becoming misty as well. “A grandchild. That makes all your sacrifices worth it. It’s funny how we joked that you were the Phoenix, that you would die and then rise from the ashes. Now, you have.”

“And what a beautiful new life it is,” Ares says. 

The men hold their glasses in the air, sharing an emotional moment.

“Here’s to our futures,” Aleksandr toasts.

“Have you decided where you will live,” Malcolm asks, “what you will do? Are you going back to running your company?”

“I don’t think so,” Ares replies. “Obviously, I need to find a few new board members, but Charlie is doing a good job as CEO, and I’d like to have more free time.”

“And where will you live?” Aleksandr asks.

Ares just smiles. 

“Montrovia?”

“Yes. Aristotle and Allie have been looking at properties to make this their home base. Apparently, my son is going to be doing some modeling.”

“How’s that possible?” Malcolm jokes. “He looks just like you.”

Ares laughs with his friends, but then his eye catches on a beautiful woman across the room.

“Do you mind?” he asks them.

They both chuckle and nod in agreement.

Ares stands up and smooths out his tuxedo jacket. With confident strides, he moves toward her.

She’s finishing up a conversation, and he waits patiently until she turns to him. 

“Grace,” he says, taking her hand in his. “I was not able to offer you my condolences over the loss of Gio.”

“And I was never able to offer you condolences over your own death,” she says to him.

“You look radiant.”

“Did your daughter tell you of my treachery?” 

Ares narrows his eyes and shakes his head. “What are you talking about?”

Grace smiles and turns to look at her new daughter-in-law with appreciation. It doesn’t hurt that it’s obvious she makes her son extremely happy.

“Do you feel old, Ares?” she asks.

“Just the opposite, Grace. I hope this doesn’t sound disrespectful, but I always got the feeling that being a princess and then queen was—” 

“Too much?” she asks, finishing his sentence. 

Ares nods.

“Many girls have that fairy tale in their heads. Marry the handsome prince and live happily ever after. My life, by my own hand, has not been a fairy tale.”

“No one’s is, Grace.”

“Your daughter though is going to take it all in stride in a way I never could. She has your confidence. Both your children do. And Aristotle, the first time I saw him, it was as if we were all in our twenties again.”

“And, now, we’re family,” Ares says. “I think you need to dance, Grace.” He holds out his hand, and she takes it. “But, first, we’re going back over there. With our old friends.” He nods toward Malcolm and Aleksandr, whose wives have joined them. “It’s time we both started living again.”

When he starts to walk that way, Grace pulls him back. He turns around to look at her and sees her eyes filling with tears.

“Did I upset you?”

“Just the opposite actually. I feel like, what you just said, it’s something Gio would have told me. Even though I don’t miss him coming home, smelling of cigars and scotch from your poker nights, I do miss him. And I’ve missed you, Ares. While your little group stayed friends, there just wasn’t the same closeness without you. But you should know that I wasn’t always a good wife. I made some big mistakes.”

“I think Gio would have disagreed with you,” Ares says. “As far as your mistakes go, it’s all water under the bridge now. Montrovia has a new lease on life. And so should you.” He gives her a smirk. “When’s the last time you had a shot of good tequila?”

Grace laughs. For the first time in years, she really, truly, wholeheartedly laughs.

“Why, I’d say it was probably about six years ago, on the royal yacht during race week. And, if I recall, Ares, you were pouring.”
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“Mi amore,” Lorenzo whispers in my ear. 

The music has slowed down. It’s still dance music; after all, we have a world-renowned DJ mixing for the after-party. But this song features a beautiful voice singing about love. 

Lorenzo pulls me closer, whispering more romantic thoughts, but he stops mid-sentence and says, “My mother is doing shots.”

I follow his gaze to see a group of the parents—the queen, my father, Malcolm and his wife, Aleksandr and his wife, and even the Bessemers. There are bottles of top-shelf tequila on the table in front of them, and they are holding glasses into the air, toasting, and then slamming back shots.

I can’t help but giggle.

“Should we go break it up?” Lorenzo says seriously. “And is your father flirting with my mother?”

I take in Ares’s body language. “Flirting maybe. But look at his arm, how it’s tossed over her shoulders. That’s what Peter does to me.”

“Meaning they are friends?”

“They always were, right?” I ask.

“Yes, they were. Although I do not remember them doing shots. What if my mother gets drunk?”

“She has four bodyguards around her at all times, Lorenzo,” I say with a laugh. “And my father will take care of her.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he says, looking slightly distressed.

I take his cheeks in my hands and move his head so that he faces me. “You have your hands full with me,” I say, using my sexiest voice. “Let your mom have some fun.”

His hands slide down my backside. “Is it time to start our honeymoon yet?” 

I lean in and give him a kiss, deepening it. 

“This is more than just a wedding reception, Lorenzo. For all of us.”

“A fresh start,” he agrees.

“If that’s what they want.”

“Is that not what you want, my sweet?”

“At one point in our story, I thought we were over,” I tell him.

“When you gave me back the necklace.”

“Yes. But, even then, I never stopped loving you. You’ve always been my dream that wouldn’t die.”

“I thought, being as you were so adamant about Lizzie and myself continuing our charade, that you would know. You were angry with me that I didn’t trust you, but in that moment, you didn’t trust me either.”

“I guess, if we are keeping track, that makes us even.”

“If we are keeping track, my darling, I am still fully in your debt. As is my country.”

“My love for you is what drove me not to give up. So, we are even.” I raise an eyebrow at him. “Unless it is your desire to repay me in our bedroom.”

Lorenzo gives me an easy grin. “I am amenable to that. Can we please go now?”

I look around the room. While the ceremony and reception were small by Montrovian standards, the after-party is all about those closest to us. There’s no press, no pictures allowed, just the celebration of friendship. 

“I was told by Dr. Kate that I’m supposed to change into my going-away outfit,” I tell him. “And, as we make our getaway, there are going to be sparklers and fireworks.”

“Yes, I know. The fireworks will go off as planned, just before dawn, but I’d like to watch them with you from a different location.”

“Oh, the turret would be a wonderful—”

“We’re leaving on our honeymoon now,” Lorenzo says.

“How will we—”

He puts his fingers to my lips. “Come, my beautiful bride, and you will see.”

The small ballroom opens to a terrace that overlooks the harbor, and we manage to sneak out without notice. We stop for a moment to take in the view of the lights and then work our way through the grounds, back to the main wing of the palace, and then into the war room.

“Our honeymoon is going to be here, at the palace?” I ask him. “Dr. Kate led me to believe that she had packed clothing for a trip.”

“Our destination is a secret.”

“Did you forget that I was trained to extract the truth, using many different means?”

Lorenzo raises an eyebrow at me and smirks. “While I would very much like to discover those means, I’m afraid we don’t have time.”

“It’s officially the start of our honeymoon. We have time for whatever we want,” I say in a sultry voice.

“Oh, my darling,” Lorenzo says, seemingly having second thoughts. “Why don’t you wag the spotted dog’s tail, and once we get to our destination, you can show me these special skills?”

I do as he asked and wag the dog’s tail, causing the secret passageway to the docks to open. 

“This all feels so clandestine,” I say, wondering about his plan.

“It most certainly is. And for good reason. The press will be actively trying to discover the details of our honeymoon. And I, personally, would like complete privacy.”

He squeezes my hand as he leads me into the tunnel. 

But I stop, realizing something. “It’s fitting really,” I say, “that we are in this tunnel tonight.”

“It’s where we first consummated our love,” Lorenzo says, pushing me against the wall and following it with a steamy kiss.

And I know the time is right.

“It’s also the time we were so overcome with emotion that we did not use protection,” I add.

Lorenzo stands motionless in front of me. While his body is still, I can tell that his mind is not.

His face runs through a gamut of emotion, his mouth looking like it’s going to move to speak, but every time he decides what to say, he seems to reconsider.

“I’ve rendered you speechless,” I tease, placing my hand on his cheek. “The thoughts you are considering, what are they?”

He places his hand across my belly, and tears fill his eyes. “When you were searching for the cure, when you fought with the men who wanted to kill Sophie, when you jumped out of a helicopter—”

“I slid down a rope,” I interject.

“Did you know then?” he asks.

“I suspected so, yes.”

“Huntley,” he exclaims, “you could have—you both could have—I can’t even imagine …”

“That’s why I’ve been waiting to tell you. I wanted to make sure it was a viable pregnancy. My pregnancy hormones are all testing normal. Lizzie is a few weeks further along than I am, and she’s been doing well. No one knows for sure if being exposed to the poison and the virus and then taking the antidote will have an effect on our babies. I even called Sophie and had her dig deeper into her father’s research, and she found that he’d specifically said the antidote was safe for pregnant women. While your white blood count was accelerated due to the fact that you had taken the vaccine, Lizzie and I both had lower levels than Daniel and the others affected. And neither of us ever developed the rash. Both Sophie and the royal doctor surmise that being pregnant might have actually helped us fight it naturally. At least, enough to slow it down. What I can tell you is that our baby is alive and has a heartbeat.”

“A heartbeat? Already? And you have heard it without me?”

“I didn’t hear it. The doctor did a special ultrasound that allowed me to see it.” I look down. “I just didn’t want to tell you unless it was real, you know?” I say, getting choked up. “I didn’t want to disappoint you.”

Lorenzo wraps his arms around me, pulling me into a tight hug. “You have made all my dreams come true, Huntley. A baby, the heir to the Montrovian throne, will only add to our joy.”

We kiss, full of emotion, and then he says, “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

He glances at his watch. “We are late. We must hurry.” 

He takes my hand, and we run through the tunnel, making our escape from reality. When we get to the docks, we are met by Admiral Philipe Lamonte, still in his tuxedo, who takes us to his personal deep-sea fishing boat. 

“What’s all that for?” I ask, upon seeing the scuba gear lined up. 

Lorenzo just grins and starts unbuttoning the back of my dress.

After changing out of our reception attire, we slip on wetsuits and are taken out to the sea. 

It’s nearly three in the morning, and the dark sky is full of stars when the boat stops a few nautical miles off the coast. 

The admiral speaks to someone on his radio and then tells us it’s time. 

“Um,” Lorenzo says to him, “I just realized that we are going to have to change our plans.”

“What kind of change?” the admiral asks.

“Huntley can’t scuba dive.”

“Sure, she can,” he counters. “She was well-trained. Her father told me.”

“I didn’t mean, she’s not capable.” Lorenzo stutters slightly, “I mean, she can’t, um, in her condition.”

The admiral’s eyes get big in understanding. A smile crosses his face, and he embraces Lorenzo. “Your father would be so pleased. Congratulations.” 

After giving me a hug, too, he says, “Huntley, this is amazing news. But it does mess up our well-coordinated escape.”

“I’m good at coming up with solutions on the fly,” I tell him. “Maybe we can figure it out together.”

“Well, you were supposed to scuba dive from this boat and rendezvous underwater with a team of our amphibious commandos, who were to take you to another boat, which would then transfer you to your honeymoon destination.”

“Do you think we were followed?” I ask, looking around and not seeing a single moving boat in sight.

“No, everyone was told that you would watch the fireworks with your guests at the after-party. They won’t expect you to leave until later. But many assume you will honeymoon on the royal yacht, so we know the harbor is being watched.”

“Why don’t you just drive us from here to where we need to go then?”

“I’m supposed to be back in time to watch the fireworks with my wife,” he says with a shrug.

“Can we just swim?” I ask.

Lorenzo looks at me like I’m nuts as the admiral says, “I have a better idea.”




A few minutes later, a boat is next to ours. 

And the crazy thing is that I didn’t even hear it coming. 

“What is that?” I ask, taking in the unusual craft. It looks like a large drag boat but is much wider and seems to almost glide on top of the water. 

“Special Forces vessel. We call her the Junket.”

“She doesn’t look like junk,” I say, admiring it.

“A junket,” Lorenzo explains, “is a system in which a high roller receives lavish compensation from a casino. In the gambling industry, junket operators set up tour packages for VIPs to receive these comps. In return, the high roller must play at the casino for a certain amount of time. And will hopefully leave some money behind.”

Admiral Lamonte continues, “Our naval special operations teams are the best of the best—our high rollers, if you will. This is their lavish compensation.”

“Aww, that’s kind of cute actually,” I say. “The boat, on the other hand …”

“She’s beautiful if you understand her shape. You’re looking at stealth technology on the water,” the admiral says proudly. “The form of the hull means minimal wake and acoustic signature. And its rear ramp allows for the launching of a rigid-hull inflatable boat, the kind our small teams often use on covert missions.”

I look at Lorenzo. “Do you really think all this is necessary?” I ask as I watch the back of the vessel slide open.

Lorenzo wraps his arms around my waist and kisses the side of my neck. “For our privacy on our honeymoon? Absolutely.”

“Let’s go then!” I say, excited to ride in it.

We’re transferred from the admiral’s fishing boat into an inflatable boat and then taken aboard the Junket, where we are whisked at a very high speed over the ocean. 




Although I want to be read into the plan and to know everything that should happen, the grin on Lorenzo’s face stops me. It’s really sweet that he made plans to make this day incredible—for our honeymoon and our life beyond. 

About thirty minutes later, we have traveled much farther than we could have swum. 

Lorenzo wraps his arm around my neck and points to the lights in the distance. “That is our destination,” he says. 

“A cruise ship?” I ask, trying to count all the levels of lights to determine how big the boat is.

“If we had taken my yacht, the press would have followed us.”

“Whose boat is this?” I wonder.

“Your father’s.”

“My father has a yacht and didn’t tell us?”

“As we get closer, I think you will recognize the yacht as Zayn Kipling’s. Your father purchased it from his widow a few days ago for a steal. Apparently, she hated the boat and all the parties he’d had on it.”

“I didn’t even know he had a wife. He never wore a ring, and he was often in the presence of beautiful young women.”

“Probably why she was happy to let it go,” he says. “I’m sure you recall how luxurious it was.”

“Yes, it was amazing.”

“Just over one hundred and sixty meters long, it takes a crew of seventy. For our excursion, Admiral Lamonte chose a select few from our maritime forces to both run the boat and protect us.”

“If I recall, it also featured two swimming pools, two helipads, three launch boats, and a mini-escape submarine.”

“It is also decked out with its own missile detection systems as well as numerous other security systems. The master bedroom is armor-plated with bulletproof glass. In other words, a secure and beautiful place for us to spend our honeymoon in bliss.”

“Where are we headed to?” I ask.

“Anywhere you want, my darling,” he says as we step on board.




MISSION COMPLETE:DAY TWENTY




Lorenzo and I are luxuriating on the yacht’s sun deck, soaking up a few rays as our honeymoon nears its end. We’ve had an incredibly relaxing time and managed to completely avoid the press, even when we snuck into adorable little Spanish coastal towns to sightsee and shop.

My phone buzzes with a text. Something it hasn’t done for nine whole days. 

Lorenzo pretty much threatened to throw people in the castle’s dungeon if they interrupted our time. 

I grab my phone, worried there’s some kind of emergency. 




Gallagher: I need your help.




Me: It’s my honeymoon.




Gallagher: It can’t wait. 




“Who are you texting?” Lorenzo asks, pulling himself out of the pool and looking completely delicious as the water beads down his tanned torso.

“It’s William Gallagher.”

“Intrepid?” he says, immediately looking concerned as we both hear a helicopter off in the distance. 

I glance up in the sky in the direction of the sound. “It’s getting closer.”

“Is he coming for you?”

“Uh, I don’t know.” I grin at him. “But I do remember the time when you came to pick me up from the royal yacht in your helicopter. It was quite the impressive display of jealousy.”

“You weren’t fooled?” he asks, pulling me into his arms.

“Nope.”

“Yet you ignored my advances,” he whispers as his lips graze my neck. “I won’t ignore them now.”

He sits in a chaise, pulls me onto his lap, and kisses me. 

“I’d say you have about ninety seconds.” 

“You are quite demanding, Huntley, my love. You’re already acting like a queen.”

“Maybe we should consummate our marriage before they get here.”

He lets out a hearty laugh. “I believe we have fulfilled our duties in that regard.”

Moments later, one of the crew is on the deck. “Sir, a William Gallagher is requesting permission to land on the helipad.”

“Permission granted,” Lorenzo replies. When I start to get up, he holds me tight. “You, on the other hand, have not been given permission to go anywhere.”

I arch an eyebrow at him, causing him to roll his eyes. 

“I think we should have a duel,” he says. 

“So you can try to prove you’re stronger than me?”

“I already know that I’m stronger.”

“Yes, of course,” I say, “but you don’t have my killer instinct.”

“Is that a threat?” he says with a laugh.

I reply with a shrug, but then I kiss him again. 

“You’re trying to distract me with your lips.”

“Yes, I am.”

“It’s not going to work,” he says, sliding his hand across my backside and finding my lips again, proving just the opposite.

But, when the helicopter lands, I stop kissing him. “Let’s go see what can’t wait.”

We get up, but Intrepid is out on the sun deck before we get a chance to go meet him.

“The Danish prince needs our help,” he says by way of greeting, looking quite serious.

“We’d better go then,” Lorenzo says.

“We?” I ask. 

Lorenzo gives me a shrug. 

“Why not?” I say. “You are good for my cover.”
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