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What will happen when the world goes ka-boom? 



The assassin known as The Priest was tasked with a series of three hits and the last one blows up in his face—literally. 

People will die. 

People will go on. 

Unlikely alliances will be formed.

And when British intelligence learns that a series of nuclear backpack bombs were smuggled into their country, there’s a lot more to worry about than discovering why a covert agent was assassinated over six years ago or what’s going to start in Montrovia.
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PRO:LOGUE




A small, elite group of men are seated around a round table in the underground wine cellar of a luxurious home outside of London. Upon entrance to the home, guests were greeted at a door sculpted in oak and gilded in gold leaf featuring the Sun King on horseback that was inspired by the war room at Versailles.

“We can report our takeover of the port in Tartus. This will cripple the Russian naval force’s reaction time,” one of the elite states.

“Your plan is failing,” another elite replies with a traitorous sound to his voice.

“Our plan is not failing,” a deep voice booms. Although all the elites sit at a round table, indicating their equality, this man is clearly in charge. “We are on track.”

“We lost the president of the United States. How will we invoke martial law when the time is right?” yet another elite questions in a deep accent, English clearly not his native tongue.

All the men in the room want their say. That is what happens when you gather a group like this together. They all think because they have earned or inherited more money than the per capita of many countries that they are somehow more knowledgeable on the workings of the plan—the brilliant plan Ares Von Allister set in motion and this group strives to finish.

“We were behind the change in leadership,” the leader says, stunning the room into silence.

Shock is murmured in multiple languages. 

The leader hopes this revelation will cause the men to understand that could be their fate as well if they don’t complete their assigned tasks. He glances to his right at his old spot when he was the right hand and heir apparent to former President John F. Hillford Senior. He gestures toward the empty seat. “I’d like us to share a moment of silence for our former leader. May he rest in peace.” He waits a few beats for effect and then adds, “It brought him great sorrow to have to order the assassination of his own son, but his son refused to comply.” 

“We put him into power, and it went to his head,” his second-in-command states. “Literally.” 

The group nervously looks around.

“But now, we have an unknown leader in power,” one of the elite says. “What do we have on him and, more importantly, can we control him?” 

“He’s annoyingly clean, especially for a politician,” the leader says. While he was shocked to learn of the old man’s hunting accident, he is thrilled to finally take control of the group. “From what we can tell, he can’t be bought.”

“So, what will we do? How will we get him to act when the time is right?” another elite counters.

“Simple. We make sure his family is affected. His son is a well-known Olympic athlete.”

“And since it starts in Montrovia … ” the second-in-command says.

“He will have no choice,” the leader states. 

The rest of the men nod in understanding.

“What about the Montrovian situation?” an elite questions. This man has been quite outspoken about the plan and has attempted to manipulate it to his liking.

“We are going to call off the third hit. I’m sure you have all seen the tabloids. It seems the king of Montrovia is dating Ares Von Allister’s daughter.” 

“And you don’t think that’s a bit odd?” another questions. 

“Just the opposite. Imagine Huntley Von Allister as queen and Aristotle Von Allister taking his father’s place at our table. It’s better than Ares himself could have imagined—his children in their rightful places in the New World Order.”

The leader signals the end of the meeting as usual—by raising his cut-crystal glass filled with the rarest of all scotches. “To Arcadia.”
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Ari is freaking out. He and Terrance were pulling into the drive of Lorenzo’s London residence when the car in front of them exploded, blasting out the windows of their car, spraying them with safety glass, and showering them with fiery bits of burning wreckage and God knows what else that had been launched through the air upon detonation.

All he knows is, he has to get to his sister. He turns to yell at Terrance to get out of the car, but Terrance’s head is slumped forward against the air bag. He grabs a knife from a sheath at his leg, gaining composure as his training kicks in, and quickly pops their air bags. 

Terrance shakes his head, coming to. Ari can see Terrance’s mouth moving but can’t understand him, and he doesn’t have time to explain. He jumps out and races toward the burning car in front of him. The car’s doors and windows have been blown open, allowing Ari to witness what’s left of the driver burning in his seat. He screws his eyes shut in horror, his mind quickly realizing no one in the car can be saved. 

He has failed. 

Failed to protect the King of Montrovia. 

Failed his mission. 

And, failed to protect his sister—the missing piece he’d felt his whole life but never understood why. 

He opens his eyes just as a heavy breeze parts the black smoke, and Lorenzo’s limo, which is directly behind the lead security car, comes into view. The tires are flat, the door panels have been torn off, and the hood is dented and askew. 
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The Priest opens his eyes. Black smoke billows from the driveway below. It’s his worst nightmare. 

He knows that he deserves this. After all the people he has killed throughout his lifetime as the best assassin in the world, he ends up inadvertently killing his own son. It was bad enough that his profession caused his beloved wife and the mother of his child to be killed, but in a strange twist of fate, he alone has caused the death of the one thing they cherished most. Their son. 

He considers taking his own life. It would be easy enough to die on this rooftop.

But he can’t bring himself to do it. He has to go see for himself that his son is dead.

What he’s thinking is unreasonable. It’s completely unthinkable that he would step foot at the scene of the crime. 

But he has to do it. 

After all, he has nothing left to live for.
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“Lee …” 

I hear my mother calling my name. 

But then I realize it’s not her voice. 

“Hunt-ley. Hunt-ley.”

I shake my woozy head and pry open my eyes. Chauncey’s little face is about two inches from mine, and it startles me.

“She’s awake!” he yells.

“Where are we?” I am feeling a little woozy but remember the way the car sputtered before it turned over, and I recall the last time I heard a similar noise. “Are we all dead?” I ask, but the second it comes out of my mouth, I know I’m not because I feel pain in my shoulder.

“You hit your head,” Lorenzo says. “I was trying to pull you away from the door when the incendiary device went off.” 

“But I told you to get out!” I hold my hand up to my mouth, gagging a little and feeling like I’m going to be sick. 

“You might have a concussion, Lee,” he says, studying my pupils.

“I’m fine,” I reply even though I’m not sure I am. But at least the nausea has momentarily subsided.

“I’m sick of explosions,” Chauncey quips, looking at me with his big blue eyes, tears threatening and making me feel like I’m the one who caused them. If I hadn’t gone after his father—actually, that’s not true. If I hadn’t gone after them, they’d probably both be dead now.

“Me, too,” I say, ruffling his hair. “How are we still alive?”

“Highly armored car,” Lorenzo’s head of security says. “All of the official royal vehicles have such protection, but we need to get out of here due to the smoke.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” I counter. “You were obviously the third hit.”

Lorenzo glances at Chauncey and shakes his head. “Regardless, you need to be seen by a doctor. You’ve barely healed up from your last …” He stops talking. “Your last fall.”

Juan appears to have taken control of the situation. He already has one door open and is assessing the damage to the vehicle. 

“The bomb could have been just a ploy to get us out of the car, especially if the killer knew it was armored,” I warn.

“The house is heavily reinforced and has suffered no damage. We will provide cover for you to get inside,” Juan instructs. He gets out on the right side, then runs around to the left side, which is closest to the house, and knocks on the window. 

Lorenzo opens the door, then picks up Chauncey, and rushes into the house.

The rest of us follow.

Once inside, we run to Lorenzo’s study where we find Admiral Philipe Lamonte and Gabriel Lavin coming out of the secret elevator. 

“What in the world just happened?” Gabriel asks. “The whole house shook.”

“Car bomb,” Juan says immediately. “I want to get everyone in the bunker before we discuss our options.”

As far as I’m concerned, there is only one option. And I know exactly what I’m going to do as soon as Lorenzo and Chauncey are safely hidden away. 

Everyone seems to be talking at the same time as we board the elevator, all wanting to express their opinions on the best course of action. Well, all of them, except Gabriel. He’s just staring at me. And I know he’s thinking what I’m thinking. 

“I’m going to find him,” I whisper.

“You aren’t going anywhere until you see a doctor,” Lorenzo orders. He obviously has excellent hearing. 

When the elevator doors part to the underground facility, Gabriel discreetly asks me, “Do you know where to find him?” 

I watch as Lorenzo and Chauncey get shuffled into the war room. 

Chauncey immediately starts running around, commenting with excitement. “This looks like something out of a movie! Are we going to be fighting Transformers?” 

“The first time I came here,” I whisper to Gabriel, “I noticed the perfect location for a sniper. But I have a problem. I’m not sure how it happened, but I think my shoulder is dislocated.” 

Juan turns to look at my shoulder, which is hanging limp at my side. “You tried to get us out of the car, but Lorenzo stopped you from opening the door just as the bomb went off. Since you weren’t yet buckled, you flew up and hit your head on the ceiling. That sudden jolt combined with Lorenzo gripping your arm must have pulled it out of its socket.”

“Can we fix it? Here? Now? Quickly?” I ask him and Gabriel.

“I can do it for you,” Gabriel says, “but it’s going to hurt. A lot.”

“It already hurts a lot. Let’s do it.”

Gabriel has me lie down on the floor. He sits next to my injured side, positioning himself so that his foot is pressed against my ribs. 

He tells me to relax—which is easier said than done when you are in pain. I nod, indicating that I’m fine, so he guides my arm away from my body in a horizontal motion. 

“Oh,” I cry out. It hurts like hell, but when he pushes his foot against my side for leverage, there’s a little popping sound, and the pain greatly subsides.

“Thank you.” I jump up, hold out my good hand, and expectantly look at him. 

He shakes his head, but pulls a handgun from his back anyway and hands it to me. 

“I’ll be back,” I tell him. 

“I’ll go up with you,” the admiral says. “I need to assess the situation outside, and one of us should be there when the local authorities arrive.”

“What about the guards in the other car? Or was it armored, too?” I ask.

“Oh, merde,” Juan says, rushing toward the elevator with us. “We’ve got to go help them.”





The smoke is still thick and dark. While the admiral and Juan check on the men in the car, I look up at the spot atop a nearby building. I know, if The Priest had been watching, that’s where he would have been. I take off running in that direction but come to a screeching halt when the guard’s car comes into view. 

Well, what’s left of it. It definitely took the brunt of the damage, and I fear there are no survivors. 

And that pisses me off even more than I already was. I take off in a sprint again. 

“Huntley!” Ari yells out. “You’re alive!”

“No time to talk!” I yell as I run by him, but then I stop in my tracks and turn back, realizing how distraught he looks. 

He thought I was dead. And he actually cared.

I rush back and am greeted by the strong arms of my brother wrapping around me in a hug. Tears are streaming down his face. 

“I thought I’d lost you. I’d finally found you, and I thought I’d lost you.”

“I’m fine, Ari. Can you handle things here? I’m going to find the assassin.”

“I’m going with you,” he insists, setting his jaw in a stubborn stance.

“No need,” The Priest says from behind us.

I pull out of my brother’s hug, turn around, and punch The Priest right in the face. “You just killed four innocent people!”

The Priest falls to his knees and lets out the kind of anguished wail you can feel to your core. I understand exactly how he feels. Even though we seem to be at the opposite ends of the spectrum from good to bad, there are times when it’s hard to distinguish what should be considered right and just. Especially since it seems to vary on which side you are fighting for. 

I drop to my knees next to him and place my hand on his back, trying to comfort him. “Your son is fine. The car was armored.” 

“Are you telling me that my son is alive?” The Priest asks, his eyes wide as he collapses in my arms. 

“Yes, he is. If he weren’t, I’d kill you right now. Come on; we’ve got to get you out of here before the police arrive,” I say as I hear a siren blaring in the distance.

“Quick,” Ari says, rushing us toward the garden gate. 

I slam my hand onto the palm reader that allows entrance and then drag him, Ari, and Terrance, who just joined us, into the garden. 

Once safely within the walls of the compound, we race toward the house. 

“Wait!” The Priest says. “Is Chauncey in there? In the house?”

“Yes. Don’t you want to see him?”

He drops, exhausted, on a nearby bench. “I need to think this out. Is he safe here?”

“As safe as he can be at the moment. You have no idea what the two of us went through after you shoved us down the tunnel.”

“Tell me everything, please,” he says.

“Your son is quite brilliant really. He showed me the backpacks in the pantry and led me on the escape route to the pub. I thought The Bartender was going to try to kill me, but after I told him who I was, he knew I’d take care of the boy and lent me his car. We went to the bank in Zurich and retrieved his items from the box, but an assault team showed up very quickly, and if it wasn’t for the fact that my own mother had left me a key to a box there, which included safe passage, we might not have escaped.”

“How did you get him here? What did you tell the prince?”

“First off, he’s the King of Montrovia now. It’s a long story, but with the help of a British agent, we smuggled Chauncey into the country, gave him a new identity, and got him accepted into a prestigious school nearby. He’s been assigned a well-trained nanny to care for him when Lorenzo and I aren’t here. The bearer bonds have been split between two banks—one in London, the other in Montrovia—and a trust has been set up for him. He’s doing great, but he misses you.”

“Does he think I’m dead?”

“Of course not. I would never tell him that unless I knew for sure. I told him you were on a business trip.”

“You knew I wasn’t dead?”

“I didn’t know until I heard the news about the former president’s demise.”

“I heard it was ruled an accident,” The Priest says with a sardonic chuckle.

“I heard that, too. Henri, what were you thinking?” I ask, calling him by his real name. “You know I’m seeing Lorenzo and that I have your son.”

“I was just trying to finish my contract quickly,” he says, sighing heavily, “so I could get the money and go into hiding. But, now, as soon as they find out I have failed—”

“Message them,” I order.

“Later. I want them to hear the news first. Trust me on this, please.”

“You just tried to kill her!” Ari butts in.

“I am very sorry about that. If my son is safe here under a new identity, I’d like him to stay. Let him think I’m still traveling. Otherwise, he will never be safe again. I might have killed the man who double-crossed me, but there’s more going on—more to do with your mother’s death.”

“You mean, when you killed her mother?” Ari bellows.

“Shh,” the assassin says. “Yes. I know it sounds crazy, but we’re going to have to work together.”

“Are you kidding me?” Ari says, getting more worked up. “Is this who I think it is?”

“We don’t have a lot of time for pleasantries,” I say, “but I’d like you to meet Henri Durand, otherwise known as The Priest.”

“He’s supposed to be dead,” Terrance argues. “You killed him!”

“Yeah, well, apparently, he got away,” I counter. “And the fact that people think he’s dead should be reason enough for you to want him on our side.”

“You mean, so he won’t try to kill us again?” Ari quips.

“Exactly. Plus, he’s a damn fine shot. He can help us. Terrance, why don’t you take him with you?”

“What am I supposed to do with him?” Terrance says.

“Just get him to a safe house or something. And get him up to speed on what’s going on. He was involved back then; maybe he can shed some light on it now.”

“Fine,” Terrance snorts, “but I’m taking his gun away.”

The Priest and I share a look.

“Ah, crap.” Terrance throws his arms up in the air and walks toward the back gate. “Come on, Guy Who Could Kill Me With His Bare Hands; let’s be roommates and BFFs.” He looks at Ari. “You coming with?”

Ari nods toward me. “I’m sticking with her like the plague.”

His comment pings around in my brain and then solidifies. “Henri, can you reach The Bartender?” 

“Of course,” he replies.

“Terrance, you’re going to need a bigger safe house,” I say with a laugh.

“I’m not following.” Terrance looks confused.

“You know how Olivia was able to find out where the second hit was? The Bartender sets up the supposedly untraceable stuff for Henri. He’s a hacker, too.”

Henri nods in agreement. “And a very skilled one.”

“Terrance, I think he and Olivia need to become well acquainted if you want to follow the money trail.”

“But we already know who we are going after next. We don’t need his help. Seriously, how can you trust him?” Terrance is not convinced.

“Because we have his son,” I reply harshly, tired of this conversation. “And we need to get him out of here before the authorities arrive.”

Terrance makes a big show of trying to make up his mind but finally acquiesces. “Fine, let’s go.”

Henri gives me a quick hug good-bye, whispering, “Trust no one.”




After they leave, Ari and I go into the house through the garden entrance to avoid the scene outside the wall. “This is spinning out of our control,” he says. 

“Where were you and Terrance? Lorenzo said you had something to do this morning.”

“We were just following up on some loose ends.”

“And what did you find out?”

“The account used for the down payment on the hits was traced back to a Delaware-based shell corporation, but the account has been closed, so it’s a dead end. I learned that Mr. Dupree is a well-known and well-respected man in London—well, the world really—who owns a large pharmaceutical conglomerate. He donates millions to charitable causes, but exactly how he earns all his money isn’t really clear.”

“I’m sure Intrepid could get you a file on him.”

“Oh, he did. British intelligence believes that some of the prescription drugs his company manufactures go missing and end up on the street where the market value is high, but they haven’t been able to prove it. With his connections, it’s highly doubtful they ever will. It’s also quite possible that the Moneyman lied to you.”

“I didn’t consider that.” I sigh heavily, feeling defeated.




We don’t stay in London for long. Juan is anxious to get Lorenzo back in his own country where he believes he has more control. I don’t know if I agree with that assessment, but I am very ready to go regardless. 

As we’re boarding the plane, a wave of nausea hits me and I stumble up the steps feeling woozy. 

Then everything goes black.






MISSION:DAY ONE




Upon arrival in the Montrovian capital, I am taken to the hospital’s royal wing where it is determined that the nausea I was suffering from is due to a level-three concussion and not due to me being pregnant with Lorenzo’s love child, as the tabloids would like to believe. I’m told I need to avoid physical exertion, video games, and other electronic devices in order to allow my brain time to heal. And that means staying here for a few days with no distractions. 

Of course, Ari makes numerous jokes about my brain, but he rarely leaves my side. He brings in newspapers and tabloids and reads them to me to pass the time. The world believes the bombing of the Montrovian king’s limousine was a terrorist act. The royal press secretary says nothing to challenge this assumption. 




The country of Montrovia mourns together on the third day after the bombing as they lay to rest the four royal guards who died protecting their king. I had gotten to know the men and wanted to attend the funeral, but my doctor wouldn’t discharge me—and I have a sneaking suspicion that was on the order of said king, not because I was physically unable. 




I discharge myself on the fifth morning after we get word from Intrepid that Ana’s body is being released from the authorities. After her brutal murder at the Moneyman's house, I am determined to give her a proper burial. Especially since they couldn't find her next of kin.

After the horrors she went through in life, I think it’s important she knows that someone mourns her in death. Ari threatens me with all sorts of unpleasantries if I go back to London, but ultimately, he gives in and pays for a lovely service—even if he and I are the only ones in attendance. I cry during the ceremony, wondering if I will face a similar end, but when my brother reaches over and pats my hand in condolence, I know there will be at least one person at my funeral. 

As we are leaving the cathedral, Intrepid phones with the news that all the other girls from the basement are being well taken care of—some reunited with their families, others given shelter and counseling through a foundation Ari set up while I was recovering. He also tells me that the DNA Terrance submitted proves that we are in fact the biological children of Ares Von Allister.




On the sixth day, I take off the sling that has been keeping my shoulder immobile and make Ari take me to a shooting range as well as spar with me to confirm that my skills are still intact. In my line of work, I can’t afford any weakness. 

Lorenzo has been treating me with kid gloves this entire time. I hoped, once we confessed our love, we might consummate it as well, but he seems content in just doting on me. I’ve declined all interviews, but Lorenzo holds a fireside chat to address his country, vowing to bring those responsible to justice—which is ironic, considering the guy who did it is currently residing in a Montrovian safe house with Terrance and Olivia.




On the seventh morning, I open my eyes to the wonderful sight of Lorenzo lying next to me. He’s already awake and reading from his tablet. 

“You were very sexy during your fireside chat last night,” I tell him as I slip my hand under the sheet, running it across his chest. “Your approval ratings must be very high.”

“Approval ratings have nothing to do with my happiness. Only you do.” He carefully slides his hand across my hair. “How are you feeling this morning?”

“Hard not to feel amazing when you wake up in bed with a beautiful man, surrounded by flowers. You’ve been spoiling me.” 

Actually, both he and what seems to be the entire country have been doing so. Ellis is busy monitoring the constant deliveries, not to mention dealing with the security detail Lorenzo insisted on having guard the villa.

“Wait until you see what I have planned for you tonight. The royal executive chef is currently in the Montanelli Province of Pisa, scouring the countryside for what he calls the diamond of the kitchen—the white truffle—with a fourth-generation truffle hunter. He will fly the truffle home this afternoon and prepare us a decadent meal of a delicate homemade pasta. We will drink the finest of champagnes in the cellar to celebrate your recovery.”

“Sounds like an amazing night. What are your plans for the day?”

“I have to head to the castle shortly, but first, I have a question for you.”

“What is it?”

“I am meeting with my mother this morning, and although I can’t wait to tell the world of our courtship, I know the moment I share it with her, she will want to make it official with a press conference, which you will need to attend. I’ve been reveling in the privacy we’ve been afforded this past week. Is it selfish of me to want to keep our love under wraps for a bit longer?”

“Not in the least. Plus, it wouldn’t be right to announce our good news the same week as the funerals for the men who died while protecting you.” He gently pulls me into his arms. “Lorenzo, I’m fine. Did my brother not tell you about our sparring match yesterday?”

“Sparring? Lee, did the doctor approve of that?”

“Not exactly, but Ari was careful not to hit my head. Besides, it was important to know if the injuries had affected my abilities.”

“And?” he asks.

“My shoulder is a bit stiff, and my range of motion is not quite as good as normal. I’d say that side of me is functioning at about three-quarters capacity. The good news, however, is that it did not affect close-range shooting skills. My preferred Sig Sauer P229 weighs in at just under two pounds, but the Dragunov sniper rifle, for example, is much heavier at nearly ten pounds. I was able to shoot the heavier gun. I just wasn’t as accurate without support.”

“I’ve had about enough of snipers,” he says, causing me to laugh. 

“You sound like Chauncey when he said he was sick of explosions.”

Lorenzo rolls over, quickly pinning me underneath him. “I still can’t believe you talked me into letting the assassin in my country. Are you sure we can trust him?” 

I bite the edge of my lip in consideration, but before I can answer, Lorenzo leans down and kisses me.

After a few delicious moments of making out, he pulls away. 

“You didn’t let me answer,” I tease. 

“I already know your answer. What are your plans for the day? More rest and relaxation I hope?”

“Actually, yes. I’ll be spending time by the pool, reading Clarice’s diary. There has to be some sort of clue in it.”

“Well, as much as I would like to stay in this bed with you all day, I must get to the palace. Take care, my sweet. I will be counting the hours until I can see you again. I will send a car for you at seven.”

“Um, what would you think if I snuck in the back way, using the passage from the docks to the war room?”

“Ah, are we having an indecent rendezvous? If so, I must prepare,” he teases as he crawls out of bed and gets dressed. 

I sigh in happiness, but Lorenzo’s comment makes me wonder what kind of relationship my mother had with Ares Von Allister. Were they just school friends? Were Ari and I the result of a one-night stand? Or could they have been in love and, if so, why were they not together? 

“Did you ever meet Ares Von Allister?” I ask, remembering our fathers were friends. 

“Of course, but it was years ago.” He stops in the middle of putting on his suit jacket and sits on the bed next to me. “Did my indecent rendezvous comment make you uncomfortable?”

I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him close. “Not in the least. Prepare away.”

“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” He squints his eyes. 

“That I love you? Yes. That I want to explore the physical aspect of that love in great detail? Absolutely.”

He smiles but then hangs his head. “I am struggling with my feelings in that regard.”

“Are you saying, you don’t want me?” 

“Of course not, my darling.” He slides his hand across my cheek. “I am—how can I say this in a way that won’t offend you? Eager for that exploration. But, at the same time, I am luxuriating in the slow progress of our courtship. It is refreshing, and I feel like I am able to truly get to know you without all the physical desires taking control.” He laughs. “You clearly have me under some kind of spell, for I have never uttered words such as these to anyone.”

“I think your words are the most beautiful I have ever heard spoken, Lorenzo, and I am amiable to your wishes, for I feel the same way. It’s interesting that I do. My mother used to tell me to wait for sex until I was in love, but at Blackwood, I was taught the complete opposite—that sex is simply a release of desire. That love should not be involved in the process, for it only impedes your independence and makes you weak.”

Lorenzo’s lips press against mine with such force that I am pushed against the tufted linen, which separates my head from the wall behind the bed. I kiss him with equal passion. When the kiss ends, my body is left wanting, and my heart is left swooning. 

“The reason I asked you that question is because what you said made me curious about my mother and biological father’s relationship. The fact that he was never in my life suggests it wasn’t love.”

“You never know,” he says, shaking his head. “People do strange things in the name of love.” He finishes putting on his jacket and leans back toward me, slipping a finger under my chin. “Until tonight.”




After he leaves, I lie back in bed and allow myself a few moments to revel in his love. Then I get up, throw on a bikini, order breakfast, and take Clarice’s journal out to the pool deck.

As soon as I sit down, I get a call from Daniel.

“Your brother tells me your brain is mostly intact,” he says, not bothering with a hello.

“Yes, I’m feeling much better, thank you.”

“But, if that’s true, Huntley, why are you still seeing Lorenzo?”

“Maybe I love him,” I say, feeling the need to be up-front with Daniel.

“I don’t think that’s going to end well for you,” he replies.

“Because it’s dangerous, and I nearly got blown up?” 

“I was thinking more about a specific body part, if you must know.”

“You would,” I smart.

“I was referring to your heart, Huntley. He’s going to break yours in two.”

“And you wouldn’t?”

“That’s not what this is about,” he says with a sigh. “You’re my friend. I care about you, and I promised I’d protect you.”

“I appreciate that, Daniel. And you know I feel the same for you.”

“Then come to Omaha on Sunday. The Olympic Trials are starting. You promised to cheer me on.”

“For the actual Olympics.”

“Yeah, but if I don’t do well at the trials, I won’t make the team, so if you want to cheer me on there, you have to come here.” 

“I’m still sort of recovering—” I start to say, but Daniel interrupts me with a laugh.

“Your brother told me you’d tried boxing with him. You can barely walk in high heels; what made you think you’d have a chance against Ari?” 

I wish I could reply with the truth. Tell him I could kick his very buff ass in a heartbeat or could kill him in less than five seconds, but that’s probably not something a girl should brag about even if she wasn’t sort of undercover. 

“You’re right; I am kind of a klutz,” I lie. “Daniel, how well did you know Ophelia and Clarice?”

“Not very well, more socially.”

“No pillow talk between either of you?” I ask. 

“No way. Ophelia is way too bossy for me—I mean, was. And Clarice, while hot, was a little flighty.”

“Speaking of that, you were supposed to come talk to my dad, too. He’s going to be in Omaha for the trials—on the sly. You could kill two birds with one stone.” 

I let out a chuckle. Our instructors at Blackwood said never to bother with a stone when a bullet would do. Not that I’d ever kill a bird. Crazy, right? I’d never hunt animals, but people, apparently, I’m okay with. 

“I would like to see the trials,” I say, placating Daniel. “Will you have a fan club?”

“I don’t know. I was hoping Lizzie would be able to come, but she has to be in Montrovia that week,” he says with what can only be described as a pout.

“Are you and Lizzie … do you—”

“Yes, if you must know, I do like her. She’s interesting and beautiful. But her sense of duty to her family is something I don’t understand. If it came to a choice, she’d choose them over me.”

“You, of all people, should understand the pressure of being in a prominent family. You’re the president’s son. Great things are expected of you.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He sighs.

“Wait, are you referring to her possibly having to marry Lorenzo someday?” 

“Yeah.” I can tell this upsets him.

“I don’t think you have to worry about that,” I reply confidently.

“Because you think you’re going to be his bride?” he mocks.

“It’s too soon to say that, of course—” 

He cuts me off again. “Huntley, come to Omaha.”

“What’s even in Omaha—cornfields and tractors?”

“I’ll be in Omaha. That’s all that should matter. A promise is a promise.”

“Maybe,” I reply even though I have no desire to go. I promised the Olympics, not some trials where I know all he has to do is show up.




After I end the call, I open Clarice’s journal and start reading. Clarice was very clearly a free spirit in all ways, including the men she slept with and wrote about in entirely too much detail for my liking. 

Most of the journal reads like an erotic novel. I’m surprised Ari wasn’t glued to its pages. Maybe he has more substance than I originally thought. I haven’t seen him this morning, making me wonder what he’s up to. 

I come across a small entry in the diary about Ophelia. I tag the page and keep going, marking anything that I want to refer back to. By the time I’m done, my stomach is growling, and my phone is ringing.

A look at the time tells me I’ve been so enthralled that I completely missed lunch. 

“Wow, two calls in the same day. To what do I owe this pleasure?” I ask Daniel, genuinely shocked to be hearing from him again.

“There’s something I didn’t tell you when we talked before. Our government keeps an eye on its citizens when they are in other countries.”

“Are you saying the United States government is watching me?”

“I can say that you are a person of interest,” he says seriously but then adds, “and by that, I mean, your ass is of great interest to me. I don’t want it to end up dead.”

“Why are they watching me, Daniel?”

“I would assume it’s because you are Ares Von Allister’s daughter.”

“Even though I didn’t believe it at first, we’ve proven it.”

“What do you mean?”

“We found DNA from his home, which was used in a test. Seriously, Daniel, why would they care about me?”

“I can tell you that they watched your father.”

“My father sold products to our government that helped protect its soldiers,” I counter.

“Do you even understand his business? Or are you just having fun spending his money?”

I put my head in my palm and rub my eyes, trying to stick with my cover. “The latter, of course. We have stock holdings in companies from what I understand, but it’s not like we have a say.”

“You do when you own the majority, Huntley. And a vote is coming up. Were you notified?”

“Um, no.” I squint my eyes, wondering why we haven’t been. 

“A lot of the things your father invented were done with research dollars from the US government. With that came exclusivity agreements, meaning he could only sell those cutting-edge products to us for a set amount of time. Many of those deals are coming to the end of their term.” 

“Which means it’s not cutting edge anymore. What’s the big deal?”

“They trusted Ares for the most part, but the government has requested an extension on a couple of their more sensitive contracts. They are worried they won’t get it. It’s believed you might have been informed of the board meeting via a letter that you probably won’t receive until after the vote.”

“Daniel, how do you know this? Are you working for our government?”

“My father’s the president; I’m not.”

“I mean, the CIA, Daniel,” I say seriously.

“Um,” he stutters, meaning he clearly isn’t trained, probably just recruited for this. 

“I see,” I say disappointedly. 

Whether or not I want to admit it, the fact that Daniel might be my friend only for information bothers me. And it shouldn’t when, clearly, I set out to use him to advance my mission.

“It’s complicated, Huntley,” he says with a sigh. 

Even though I know exactly how he feels, I have to say, “I bet it is. Bye, Daniel.”

“Wait. Don’t go. I don’t work for them. I don’t get paid or anything.”

“Just doing your civic duty? Getting information from me and passing it on to them?”

“Remember, in the bathroom, when I invited you to the White House?” he asks, indicating when I told him the truth about Ophelia. “That’s when it started.”

“Not before?” I ask, my heart hoping he’s telling the truth. 

“Like I have time for that shit, Huntley. It’s only a few days until the Olympic Trials. Do you know what a disgrace it would be for me not to make the team? I’m not as fast as I was last year. My trainer says I’ve gained too much bulk, and it’s weighing me down in the pool, so I’m trying to lose weight and stay strong and eat. It’s my focus. You of anyone should understand my commitment. And it would mean a lot to me if you came to Omaha. From a civic-duty standpoint, I need you to meet with my dad. I need you to understand what’s going on in your father’s company, and I need you and your brother to wield the power that your father gave you to help us.”

“Why don’t you tell Mike to give me a call himself?”

“You know the director of the CIA?”

“Yeah, we’ve met a few times. He tried to recruit me in fact.”

“Well, that pisses me off. He acted like he didn’t know you.”

“You should never trust a spy, Daniel,” I tell him, feeling bold. “Next time you see Mike Burnes, tell him to be a man and ask me himself.”

“You’re crazy,” he says with a laugh. 

“I don’t want you mixed up in anything dangerous.”

“Why not?”

“Because I happen to like your body just the way it is regardless of what your trainer says. As does most of the world. As long as you make the team, just showing up at the Olympics in that little patriotic swimsuit will make all the women in America happy. We really don’t care that much if you win; we just like to watch.”

I can practically hear him rolling his eyes.

“See you soon, Huntley. Just for the record, I’m glad you’re not dead.”

“I love you, too.”

“You and every other woman,” he teases as he hangs up. 

I close my eyes and absorb everything Daniel said and didn’t say, my eyes shooting open.

I pick up the journal and run down to the basement. 




When I get there, I find Terrance tacking photographs up on a bulletin board, and my brother is writing locations on the whiteboard next to it. 

“What if my mother was investigating Ares?” I blurt out.

Ari turns and points the marker in his hand in my direction. “What makes you say that?”

“I got a call from Daniel; something he said just made it all click. And I’ve been reading Clarice’s journal. I found some things.”

“Ellis should be bringing us a late lunch down shortly,” Terrance says, taking a seat and motioning for Ari and me to do the same. 

But Ari continues to pace. I think it’s how he does his best thinking. 

I set the journal on the table and open it to the first page I marked. “Okay, so we’re starting with last May. I’ll just read it aloud.

“1 May

“Today, we celebrated Montrovia’s national holiday. Ophelia is becoming unbearable. She’s already a bossy know-it-all, but now, she acts like she will be queen someday. 

“I told her, if I were ever called upon to serve, I’d abdicate the throne. Too much responsibility, too many people watching you with high expectations. No, thanks. But she told me that I should think deeper about all the things I have rambled about being interested in—from the protection of animals to living in peace—and how it could all be possible with the right person in charge. That made me laugh. 

“The only way I’d ever become queen is if Enzo and my sister died early deaths before having heirs. If my sister were queen, she wouldn’t die just to spite me. And Montrovia would not be the wonderful place it is today, equal and just. Ophelia would rule with an iron fist. When we were young, our father used to jokingly call her the little fascist because it was her way or the highway. 

“And although she pretends to hate this place because of our father, she loves being royal. I don’t care as much about that, but I love that I have money and freedom and a place in society. 

“Her suggestion did give me pause though. Maybe I should be more proactive. I talk about change all the time, but that is all it is—talk. Maybe, someday, once I know more about the world, I’ll do something to bring about change.”

“And what did you consider a clue in that?” Terrance inquires.

“Not really a clue. Just let me keep going.

“28 January

“My father passed away exactly two months ago. I haven’t written anything about it until now because I haven’t felt strong enough to put it onto paper. For some reason, I felt that if I wrote it in my journal it would make it true, and I’m still holding out hope that he’ll walk in the door and ask me how his little princess is doing. 

“I love my mother, but I also resent her a little. She took us away from our father when we were young. The minute I turned eighteen and was old enough to call the shots in my own life, I told my mother I was moving to Montrovia. Everyone thinks it was my sister’s idea, but it was not. While I’ve always blamed my mother, Ophelia believes our father didn’t want us around—which I know in my heart isn’t true. She decided to come with me to protect me from the evil Montrovian royal family, who she said would eat me alive. But I have found just the opposite. I love my family and this country, and they have made me feel nothing but welcome, like I finally have a home.

“I’m told my father killed himself, but I don’t believe it and, if I didn’t know better, I’d think my own sister was behind it. She’s been going on about how, when Uncle Gio passes, Lorenzo will not be fit to rule. That she could do better. And she’s just unscrupulous enough to make it happen. 

“Just the other day, I saw her kick our father’s dog. The dog he’d loved and allowed to sleep on his bed, something you are not supposed to allow a prized hunting dog to do. Needless to say, the dog has been staying in my room and under my watchful eye ever since. 

“And I’m very worried because, even though it hasn’t been announced to the press yet, Uncle Gio came back from the hunting trip he and my father were on as a very sick man. And they don’t know if he will survive. 

“It just all seems a little fishy to me. My father always told me that I had to be careful because I was a princess, especially concerning men. That I shouldn’t allow a man to use me for my power. Not that I really have any. Mostly, I get to attend charity events and balls and raise money for the queen’s causes. And I’m proud of myself. Just before my father passed, he helped me set up my own charitable foundation so that I could start raising money for the kind of causes I found worthy. Like helping to make sure everyone in the world has water and food. 

“Really, I probably wouldn’t be writing any of this even now, but today, Ophelia showed me a dollar bill that she intends to give Enzo for his birthday in March—a supposed gag gift. Apparently, she sweet-talked one of the palace guards, specifically the one in charge of the royal vault, to let her borrow the ruler’s crown to wear for a photo. The bill features her on it—as queen.

“When I told her that Lorenzo might not find it funny and that his father might not like the fact that it looks like it might have actually been printed by the Royal Minter, she pointed out the name of the country on her bill was not our great country but rather Arcadia. I let it go, knowing it was no use to argue with her. If she gave that bill to me, it would feel more like a threat than a gag gift. 

“But then, when I was lying in my bed tonight, I thought about the name Arcadia. For some reason, it seemed familiar, but I couldn’t recall why. So, I looked it up. I found that, in Greek mythology, Arcadia was the home of the god Pan, which was rustic, an untouched wilderness, and it was said that he lived in perfect harmony with nature. It was considered to be an unspoiled and harmonious world, especially one uncorrupted by civilization—a utopia. 

“That sounds nothing like my sister. She loves the spoils of wealth too much to live like that. Arcadia sounds more like a world of my liking where everyone is happy and free.

“But, when I clicked back to the search engine page, I noticed something by accident. That the name Ophelia was first used by a fifteenth-century poet named Jacopo Sannazaro for a character in his poem ‘Arcadia.’ 

“Is that why she chose Arcadia as the name of her pretend country? If she ever did come to power, would she change our country’s name?

“I should not be thinking about or even writing such things in my journal after having one too many glasses of champagne—okay, maybe three or four too many. LOL. 

“Good night, fair journal.”

“Wow,” Ari says. 

“Hold that thought, too. Let me keep going. One thing to note is that, from the time her father died to her next entry, she was truly in mourning. She didn’t date many people, and it’s a noticeable contrast to the great detail about her sexual encounters that she wrote previously. 

“27 March

“Last night was Lorenzo’s twenty-third birthday party. It was a grand affair held at the castle but later moved to the casino where it became much more raucous and fun as we drank and gambled. 

“My sister has been dating Viktor Nikolaevich for a few months. They got into some kind of tiff around three in the morning, probably because she was being her dull, bossy self, but the delicious part is that, after she left, Viktor indicated that he desired me. 

“It was a night I will never forget, filled with the kind of passion I had yet to experience. And it sounds crazy, but I am in love with him. 

“I know what you’re thinking, dear journal, because I would also have doubts, but it wasn’t the sexual passion that made me fall for him; it was his introducing me to something called the Terra Project. 

“As our conversation went on this morning, he told me to imagine a world where everyone is truly equal and valued. A world with no war or terror. He said he knew it was strange that he, the son of a man who builds warships, would strive for the world to be as such. He confessed that his father would be ashamed of him, and there was such vulnerability in his eyes when he spoke that my heart and soul immediately became his. He told me how he had heard about the initiative through a class he took at university, and since then, he had even visited their facility in Florida. He was enthralled with the idea of a peaceful society and has been donating money to the cause without his father’s knowledge. 

“Do I feel guilty about this? Yes, and no. She is my sister, and I was actually quite proud of the fact that she chose not to give Lorenzo the gag gift after all. But she’s been acting smugger than usual lately, and she even fired our father’s longtime housekeeper this week because she thought she was too nosy. That brings me to the no part. In reality, I don’t feel guilty because I know she and Viktor would never last. They are too different for it to work. But we are another story. Together, we will help bring about change in the world. I called him Terra Man and told him that he made me feel, for the first time ever, like my life was on level land.

“After that entry, most of her entries are about Viktor, but she never mentions his full name again, only calling him TM, short for Terra Man. They had many secret rendezvous and were clearly in love. Well, until he broke her heart.

“5 May 

“The day I will always remember. TM broke things off with me. 

“Said he’s going to propose. 

“Not to me, but to my sister. 

“At the Queen’s Garden Party. 

“I yelled, screamed, cried, and begged. None of it makes any sense. But, when I suggested that he had just been using me this whole time, he started crying. He sweetly kissed me and told me that, no matter what, I must never doubt the love we had. 

“Which isn’t much of a consolation.

“So, we first met Clarice on May 25th. At that point, she had been dating Armend for a few weeks. I thought it was odd that she was taking his shit, but I realize now that she probably latched on to the first boy who had shown her interest even if he was a bit of a jerk. She needed to make Viktor so jealous that he wouldn’t propose. When I think back to the scene at the Queen’s Garden Party, I was worried about protecting the prince at the time, but now, the things I was hearing take on a different light.”

“It’s no wonder Viktor looked so nervous,” Ari states, following my train of thought. “Clarice was gabbing about the Terra Project in front of him to anyone who would listen. It must have been her way of threatening him, don’t you think? He was probably afraid she was going to tell her sister as soon as he proposed, if not before.”

“So, why did he propose if he didn’t love her?” Terrance asks.

“I think we need to ask him that,” I reply. “I also want to know what the housekeeper she fired knew.”

“And what does this all have to do with your mother investigating Ares?”

“Just that I’ve missed so many clues before. Hints that he was under government surveillance.”

“But that makes no sense. Your mother worked for the CIA. If she was investigating Ares, it would have been her mission.”

“You’re right. And I think maybe that’s why she took a few weeks off. She needed to investigate him herself first. Remember, the CIA didn’t know she was really Kelley Bond or that she and Ares were close enough for him to father her children. 

“What if the reason she never introduced me to my father is because he wasn’t a good man? And what if former president John F. Hillford Senior had her killed because she had seen or discovered something she wasn’t supposed to? What if she hadn’t told the CIA because she was afraid the conspiracy went all the way to the top of our government?”

“Let me get this straight,” Terrance says. “Are you saying, you think your mother was investigating Ares?” 

“The picture she had on the disk is of his TerraSphere. He had to be mixed up in it somehow. If you recall, the dean of Blackwood, who was her handler, told me that she’d called him the night we got back home, right before she was murdered. She had set up a meeting with him because she had discovered something—something that ‘could end the world as we know it.’”

“Okay, so that makes sense for back then,” Terrance counters, trying to blow holes in the theory to see if it will float. “But both the former president and Ares Von Allister are now dead.”

“Maybe they weren’t working alone,” I suggest. “Maybe someone is going to finish what Ares started.”

“Or maybe he faked his death,” Ari throws in.

That thought knocks the wind out of me. I literally lean back in my chair like I got punched in the gut. I have never considered that possibility. 

“Why do you look so white?” 

“I just—what if you’re right, Ari? That would mean—what would it mean?” I’m dumbfounded.

“It would mean that you’re fighting against your own father.” Terrance laughs. “Like Luke, I am your father.”

Ari paces over and picks up the bill with Ophelia on it. “Maybe Arcadia isn’t just what Ophelia wanted to rename Montrovia. Maybe it’s the name of what’s left after the world as we know it ends.”

“So, who is Black X?” I wonder. “And why are they using Ares Von Allister’s kids to do their dirty work?”

“I think it’s a covert military group,” Terrance says. “Think about it; you go to your uncle Sam’s, and he’s the one who sends you to Blackwood. But what I don’t understand is how, after six years, they haven’t figured out the truth?”

“Maybe it’s because they still don’t know what your mom did.”

“That means Uncle Sam had to know my mother really well—as Kelley Bond and Charlotte Cassleberry. And he had to know about her relationship with Ares.”

“Could he have been related to Kelley?” Ari wonders.

“No,” Terrance says, “she was an only child.”

“Did you spend much time with your uncle Sam?” Ari asks me. “Do you know his full name?”

“I didn’t meet him until I was about ten. He and my mother seemed fond of each other. She always hugged him tightly. He was nice to me. Bought me a stuffed dog that year for Christmas. I lost it, um … when the car blew up. My dad was acting strange after my mom died. Not just in mourning, like scared, which I guess he had good reason to be.”

I’m saved from trying to remember anything else when Ellis brings us lunch. A ramekin next to my plate has two over-the-counter pain medications in it. I know they are supposed to be for my shoulder, but I’m hoping they will stop the pounding in my head. 

After Ellis goes back up the elevator, Ari studies me. “How are you feeling—really?”

“I’m fine,” I snap.


“Good, because I got a call from Dr. Kate. I’m supposed to let her know when you are ready for our next mission.”

“I’m ready now,” I say, texting Kate and telling her myself. 

“Now that that’s settled,” Ari says, “Terrance has the photos from the locket printed up. We have double-checked your passports and want to go over that with you to see what you remember.” I nod, indicating he should continue. “You and your mom went through immigration control in Montrovia as Charlotte and Calliope Cassleberry on May thirteenth and arrived back in DC on May twenty-eighth. So, we have a fifteen-day window.”

“Wait. You said before that those passports didn’t show any travel during that time frame.”

“In our earlier passport search, it didn’t come up,” Terrance explains, “but we found note of it in a very scant but deeply classified CIA file we hacked into. We assume they hid where she had been because they were investigating the time before her murder. Based on the rest of the file, they never discovered the reason for the hit.” 

“But they didn’t have the locket. We do,” Ari states. “Do you feel up to looking at them?”

Although I want to figure this all out, I don’t want to remember. I know it will hurt way worse than my physical injuries. “Before we do that, Ari,” I say, stalling, “have you heard anything about a board of director’s meeting for Von Allister Industries?”

“Uh, yeah. It’s in a couple of weeks in London, and it happens to be the day before the British Grand Prix. Even though I plan to be in town for the race, I wasn’t going to go to the meeting. We received a proxy to sign, giving the chairman of the board the ability to vote our shares.”

“I think maybe we should go. Apparently, Mike Burnes, who tried to recruit me himself, talked to Daniel. Told him that certain military contracts are expiring, and the government wants an extension. I’m under the impression that Burnes is worried the board won’t approve the request.”

“How could we help with that?” Ari asks, looking confused.

“We own the company because we own the majority of the stock. No one can outvote us, just like they couldn’t outvote our father.”

“I was told Ares had sold the company before he passed. I’m sure that’s what the attorney said.”

Terrance swivels around to face his computer and types. “Nope, he simply liquidated a lot of shares. He used to own eighty percent, but he didn’t give up majority. He—well, you two still control the majority at fifty-one-point-nine percent.”

We’re interrupted by the sounds of all three of our phones buzzing simultaneously with the same message.




Your mission, should you choose to accept it: 

Discover what Kelley Bond learned before she was assassinated, infiltrate Marquis Dupree’s organization, and continue to protect the Montrovian crown. 




I raise my hand in the air with a grin. “I volunteer to continue to protect the Montrovian crown.” 

Ari and Terrance both roll their eyes at me, but I know it’s my ticket out of here. 

I stuff the last bite of my sandwich into my mouth and stand up. “And I should probably get to the castle immediately.”

“Oh no, you don’t,” Ari says. “We’ve been working hard. Lorenzo pretty much threatened us with treason if we didn’t wait until you were recovered to catch you up on everything.”

“There’s more than just the pictures?” 

“Yes,” Terrance says. “We worked with The, um … Henri and The Bartender guy in an attempt to track the deposit they had been paid for the three hits. It was a dead end, but we’re hoping to track the next wire transfer live.”

“You already told me that after the car bomb in London,” I sass. 

“Fine. I’m trying to distract you.” Ari takes my hand, helps me out of my seat, and leads me over to the wall with the photos. “We need you to look at this. I’ll be right here with you.” 

I take a deep breath as Ari pulls a picture off the wall and hands it to me. 

“This is you with the dog in Ares Von Allister’s lab.”

“Caliper.”

“Try to remember the rest,” he says softly.

I close my eyes, and somehow, with my brother tightly holding my hand, I manage to relax. “There were a lot of people working in the office, the labs full of men in white coats, huddled around stainless steel tables. There was classical music playing—Beethoven, I think. I was sitting on the floor by the dog. My dad was wearing a navy suit and complained about the dog’s shedding, but he was petting her anyway. My mom was dressed in a striped blazer, collared shirt, and jeans. Also, I think this is the day we left for Montrovia. She’s wearing what she always wore on flights. Her hair was up and recently dyed a dark chestnut color. The dog licked her face, and she laughed. She left me and Dad in the lobby with the dog while she had a meeting. Her meeting didn’t last that long, and when she came out, she was carrying a file and seemed irritated.” 

Ari squeezes my hand, causing me to open my eyes. 

“I wonder what was in the file,” Terrance says. 

“I would assume the stuff on the disk,” I reply. “I’m not sure why, but I think we went directly to the airport from the Von Allister lab.”

“Where did you go when you got to Montrovia?” Ari fires the question at me.

“I don’t know.”

“Do you remember anything?” 

“When we got on the plane, she told me we were going on an adventure, that it was probably a wild goose chase, but that it would be fun. Like a treasure hunt.”

“Okay,” Terrance says with a sigh, handing me another photo. In this one, I’m standing in front of a sign that says, No Photographs. “Do you know where this is?”

“It’s the jewelry display at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London,” I say. “I remember taking the sign as a bit of a challenge. I took a photo just to see if I could get away with it.”

“What was the picture of?”

“I don’t recall. It was more about the thrill of doing it.”

“The morning the bomb went off, Terrance and I managed to hack into the museum’s security tape recordings,” Ari says. “We had hoped to see what your mom looked at there, but the tapes didn’t go back far enough.”

“So, that’s another dead end,” Terrance huffs. “Let’s try this one. You are in front of what appears to be an old building, but because it’s a close-up of you, we haven’t been able to identify it.”

“It’s the Galleria Borghese in Rome,” I state. “My favorite museum in the world. Of course, that might be because they made me study every work in it for my art history class.”

“You studied just that museum? Why?” Ari wonders.

“I suppose because it’s famous. Some of the greatest sculptures ever created are housed there. And the stories of what went on back when they were created would now be called reality TV. Affairs, jealousy, corruption, and lots of conspicuous consumption and flaunting of wealth and privilege.”

“What I think your brother is getting at is, you’re like Wikipedia when it comes to some of this stuff,” Terrance states. “The things you studied at Blackwood all seem to have been purposeful. Like, did you study American history? Or geology?”

“No, we didn’t have the time for a full curriculum like what I suppose you had. We learned art, history, and classic literature. Chemistry and other sciences were taught only for practical reasons, like building different weapons using household products. Math was taught in order to do calculations relating to time, like how to count distance if you were kidnapped or how to figure the last moment you could pop a parachute and survive.”

“I just find it interesting. Why that museum?” Ari studies the photos on the wall. “What if they were trying to get you to remember through your lessons?”

“Because they didn’t know where my mom had been. I’m sure it’s just a coincidence.”

“Okay, whatever.” Ari starts pacing again. “Huntley, based only on your vast knowledge of this particular museum, can you think of any reason you were there that relates to this case?”

“No. And it’s weird because you would think, if you were investigating Ares Von Allister, you would go to Florence where the Medici family ruled during roughly the same time period as the Borghese family did in Rome. The Medici family was powerful and provided the church with four popes. It was from that bloodline that Lorenzo the Magnificent was sent to Montrovia. And according to Malcolm Prescott, our father was obsessed with all of that. Malcolm Prescott even has a book that once belonged to Ares about the Medici family and their echelon—or upper level of society.”

“There are no photos of Florence,” Ari says, handing me another photo. 

“This photo. Was it on the locket?”

“Yes,” Terrance says. 

“But’s the same one that was in the safety deposit box in Zurich, which means—”

“She had the pictures developed and left a trail for someone just in case. That means she knew she was in danger,” Ari finishes. “At least at the end.”

A scene pops into my head. 

I’m in a small, windowless room at Blackwood Academy. A room I’d grown to hate in the short time I had been here. It was always the same drill. I’m asked for what seemed like the millionth time where my mom and I had been before she died—make that, before she was shot in front of me. 

Blackwood Academy is nice enough, and I liked my classes because they kept me busy. I just wished they would have lasted all night, so I wouldn’t have had to relive her death every time I went to sleep. 

My counselor, the man who was supposed to help me deal with my grief, entered the room. He looked perpetually stressed, and I had a feeling I was the cause of his stress. I closed my eyes, waiting for him to start in. But he didn’t. Instead, he asked if I had ever been to Rome. Maybe he’d finally gotten the hint that I didn’t want to talk about the stupid vacation. And no amount of talking was ever going to change the fact that I had failed my mother. I should have gone out there with her. I should have killed the assassin. I should have saved her.

“Yes, many times. My parents were sent there for work often.”


“And what did you see at the Galleria Borghese?”

“I’ve never been there,” I replied, working hard to keep my breath even when I wanted to scream out loud.

“You’re lying! Tell me the truth!” He wagged a photo in front of my face. “This is you standing in front of it. What did you see when you were there?”

“Art, I would assume,” I replied in a smart-ass tone.

“Which art specifically?”

“I don’t remember,” I said as tears filled my eyes. I knew I had been there, but I didn’t want to remember. I can’t. I won’t.

“I’m sick of your lies.”

“And I’m sick of you asking the same stupid questions,” I fired back.

The man jumped out of his chair with a menacing look in his eye, and came after me.

I reacted in a way that seemed second nature now—by punching him in the throat. 

“Did you just remember something?” Ari asks, closely watching me. 

“Sort of,” I admit. “At Blackwood, I was sent to therapy sessions, which basically involved a doctor questioning me in different ways about where my mother and I had been on our trip. On our last visit, he showed me the photo from the museum in Rome. My mother must have given it to someone or left it at our house.”

“What did you tell him?” Ari asks.

“Nothing.” I roll my eyes and let out a sigh. “I frustrated him. When I told him I didn’t remember being there, he got mad and came at me. I reacted by punching him in the throat. I guess Blackwood gave up because, after that, I never saw him again.”

Terrance hands me another photo. I’m standing in front of the placard of a bank in Zurich. “There’s this one. But you’ve already been there.” 

“Blackwood must have known, after Montrovia, you traveled with the Huntley Bond passport, but anywhere you went in Europe that didn’t require customs wouldn’t have been noted. Without these photos or your memories, they’d have had no way of figuring out what your mom discovered.”

“We can assume our first stop was to Ares Von Allister’s lab. That indicates that she was either working for him or investigating him,” I reason.

“What if it had nothing to do with your trip?” Terrance questions. “What if she was there to introduce you to your biological dad?”

“Because she knew she might not survive this mission?”

“The mission that wasn’t a mission.”

“Maybe. Look, guys, this has been loads of fun, but I have a date with Lorenzo tonight, and I need to get ready. Besides, this is like a tangled ball of yarn; once you undo one knot, somehow, you’ve managed to create another.”
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Lorenzo and Lady Elizabeth Palomar meet in a private suite at the Royal Casino, each of them breathless from having to sneak separately to the hotel’s seventh floor. 

Lorenzo takes Lizzie’s hand as she enters the room, kissing it with affection. “How are you?”

“I’m fine,” she says. “Did you have any luck with Huntley?”

“She agreed to formally court me.” Lorenzo grins. 

“Oh, thank goodness.” Lizzie lets out a sigh of relief. “What did your mother say?”

“I have yet to tell her. We are keeping the news to ourselves for a short time. She’s still recovering from the injuries she sustained in the car bombing, and she doesn’t need the media pressure our announcement will entail.”

“I read she was experiencing dizzy spells due to carrying your heir. Is it true? Is that why you don’t want to announce it straightaway?”

“It is not. She was suffering from a concussion. She hit her head when the bomb went off.”

“I’m not sure it’s enough,” Lizzie says, walking to the window and looking longingly out to the harbor, almost like she’s planning to escape.

“What do you mean?”

“Our parents have signed the agreement. We are legally bound now.”

Lorenzo’s stomach drops. Or maybe it’s his heart. Although Lizzie is a dear friend and he initially agreed to marry her if he hadn’t taken a bride by the time he was twenty-six, he never imagined his father would move up the time line or that he would fall helplessly in love with someone else. 

“How do you feel about that?” he asks, walking to the window to offer some comfort.

“I wept. Then, I was angry. Then, I thought I must be crazy. What woman in her right mind would turn down the opportunity to be queen? I made a list in my head of all the positives. And there were many. The jewels, the power, the wealth. The only downside to the arrangement is that I am not in love with you. 

“But, in the end, I decided, if it was meant to be my destiny, I would fulfill the agreement. We’ve known each other since childhood. You are my friend and I love you. I feel a duty to both my family and our country. I understand the importance of heirs, but I feel, if there were passionate love for each other in us, we would have explored that facet of our friendship by now.”

Lorenzo raises his eyebrow at her and smiles. “You know I had a crush on you when we were young, but you liked older boys.”

“And look at where that got me.” She laughs. “I’m twenty-three and single—practically a disgrace to my family.”

“I want to marry for reasons of love and passion,” Lorenzo agrees, thinking of waking every morning with Huntley in his arms. What would he do if he was forced to marry someone he did not love? Would he abdicate his crown to be with her? Would he be willing to let his royal bloodline die?

“So do I,” Lizzie says, bringing him back to the present, “but the reality is, you are facing a ticking clock. Our wedding date is set for December seventeenth—just six months’ time.” Lorenzo rubs his hand across his face, trying to control his stress level, as she continues, “I was planning a trip out of town, and my father forbade me.”

“Why?”

“Because I wanted to go to the Olympic Swim Trials.”

A smile spreads across Lorenzo’s face as the realization of what she’s not saying hits him. “To see Daniel?”

“It’s a very recent development,” Lizzie replies, blushing slightly. “We danced at the Queen’s Ball and became friends. With the tabloids pitting you and Daniel against each other for Huntley’s affection, it means we’ve been able to see each other occasionally without notice. It’s one thing for you to be seen in the company of other women. It’s expected. Completely chauvinistic double standard, if you ask me, but I am not supposed to have dalliances before I am announced as your future queen. Enzo, I’m told an announcement is imminent. Don’t wait too long to talk to your mother, or there might be no turning back for us.”

“Are you saying you would go through with it?”

“I think it would be a great injustice to our country if you did not continue to rule. But, as you know, the sole purpose of the arrangement is to continue the Vallenta bloodline. The contract states that I’m to produce a minimum of three heirs. Once I fulfill that duty, my requirements ease—a minimum time spent in the country, fewer public appearances, and the ability to take on a lover or even divorce. Of course, there are financial arrangements in place for all possible outcomes, but the most important is that our children are to be raised in Montrovia.”

“All that is spelled out in the marriage contract?”

“Yes, and trust me, I’ve read all one hundred thirty-eight pages.”

Lorenzo wraps his arms around Lizzie, pulling her into an embrace. “I am deeply touched that you would even consider going through with this. You are a strong, independent, and beautiful woman. Montrovia would be lucky to call you its queen.”

“And what about you, Lorenzo?”

“I would be lucky as well.”

“That settles it. If Huntley doesn’t agree to marry you within the allotted time frame, I will.” She laughs. “Unless you can use your power to change the law your father set forth.”

“Unfortunately, I doubt Parliament would allow it. They believe an heir is the key to our country’s stability.”
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“Here,” Terrance says, taking a bottle of whiskey out of his desk drawer and pouring me a stiff drink. “Ellis brought us down some reinforcements last night.”

I take a small sip, appreciating the gesture but doubting its effectiveness. I was planning to slip away by saying I needed to get ready, but Ari hands me the photo that was in the safety deposit box in Zurich and looks expectantly at me. 

“When my mother took that photo, she told me she hoped I would always remember my visit to the Palacio de la Vallenta.”

“Any idea why?”

“Because we had fun, I assume. I remember running around outside, playing in that spot, but I don’t know where it is. When we got to Montrovia, literally the first thing I did was buy a ticket to tour the castle. I know you thought it was because I wanted to meet Lorenzo, but maybe it didn’t have anything to do with the prince and more to do with my brain wanting to go because I had been there before.”

“You were at the castle when the gunfire broke out. Wouldn’t you have remembered something then?”

“Yeah, but nothing Lorenzo showed me is included in the public tour and, more importantly, I didn’t see this wall. Not then, not at the Queen’s Garden Party, and not at the Queen’s Ball.”

“Okay, so maybe we should move on from that,” Terrance says. “Let’s talk about the stamp on Kelley and Huntley Bond’s passports when they arrived in Baghdad on May seventeenth.”

“Baghdad?” I ask as a memory flashes in my head—of us going through customs.

“Tell anyone who asks here that your name is Lee,” Mom told me just before we got off the plane. “Let’s pretend we’re on a secret treasure hunt and don’t want anyone to know, so we’re using false identities.”

“That sounds so exciting,” I replied. “Do you think we will find some treasure?”

“I don’t know,” she said, “but I’m hoping we’ll at least find some answers.”

“I remember, when we landed, she told me that, if anyone asked, my name was Lee. It wasn’t that odd of an request since that was what she always called me.” 

Ari shows me a photo of a girl wearing an abaya with a hijab, standing near what looks like the TerraSphere in a desert location. There must have been a strong breeze that day because the headscarf is coming undone, revealing my smiling face. 

“Bet you can’t catch me,” the girl said, running ahead. 

We just met but became fast friends. Her hair was blonde, like mine. Well, like mine used to be. Mom dyed it a dark brown before we came here. 

I easily caught her even though she is two years older than me. 

“I’m sick of the sand,” she 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.”

“So, you just play in the sand?”

“I wish. I have to go to school. I only got to take the day off since my dad wanted me to babysit you.”

“I don’t need a babysitter,” I scoffed. 

Then, I see my mother’s eyes. 

“It’s just not coming back to me,” I say. 

“Why are you crying?” Ari asks.

I touch my face, feeling cool tears. “Because, with every picture you show me, I can hear her voice and see a few fleeting scenes, but as soon as I try to recall the details, I see my mother—our mother—getting shot. It’s awful, Ari,” I say, now sobbing. “It’s why I couldn’t kill The Priest. It’s why I took his son. It’s why I didn’t kill him, even when he tried to blow us all up. I couldn’t do that to Chauncey. Blackwood Academy failed. I’m not the hardened killer they wanted me to be.”

Ari wraps me in a hug and pats my back. “What you did to rescue Enzo and me was nothing short of spectacular.”

“It’s what makes you special,” Terrance adds, handing me a tissue. “You have a conscience.” 

“And I’m in love with Lorenzo.”

“Now, that we all know,” Ari teases. “I know it’s hard, but we’re not done with the photos. Try to remember this time without closing your eyes.” 

I nod in response, so he takes my hand again, giving it a squeeze. “After you left Baghdad on the nineteenth, you must have flown to Orlando because your passport is stamped there on May twentieth. In this photo, you’re standing next to a silly-looking alligator.”

“That’s the crocodile from Peter Pan. I’m at Disney World. There was a flower festival, and Peter was on top of a building in London. I ate fish and chips.” I pause. “We’d been somewhere first though. Mom told me, if I didn’t complain about the drive, she’d take me to Disney.” I pause, thinking. “Terrance, pull up the conspiracy theories that were on the locket. No, wait, it was in Clarice’s journal. She mentioned that Viktor had donated to the Terra Project in Florida. And we looked it up when the word terra came up in the chatter. I think maybe we were there. But what do any of those places have to do with Ares? We couldn’t find any ties from the Terra Project to his TerraSphere. Wait, I remember a man. Living in the swamp. He had a beard. He showed us his garden.”

“This man?” Terrance asks, whipping his computer in front of me.

“Jules Raphael,” I say without thinking. 

Ari studies my face and smiles. “You just remembered that on your own. The next picture is from the Coke museum in Atlanta. Do you remember going there?”

“Yes, we flew to Atlanta. I remember Mom telling me it was one of the busiest airports. But we drove somewhere out in the middle of nowhere and saw this thing that looked like Stonehenge.”

“The Georgia Guidestones?” Terrance asks. “It’s near Atlanta, and it is in the conspiracy theory papers on the disk.”

“Maybe,” I answer. “The next day, we went to the Coke museum. Mom met a friend there. They talked the whole time we were on the tour. I thought it was annoying.”

“Do you remember anything that was said?”

“They were talking about food—no, wait, they were talking about seeds. Seeds in a bank, which made me laugh because you’re supposed to put money in banks, not seeds.”

Terrance rushes over to a pile of papers. “This was also on the disk. The World Seed Vault. It’s on an island off Norway near the Arctic. Conspiracy theorists say it’s really a doomsday vault. A way to replenish the earth after a nuclear Armageddon.”

“Does that mean someone’s going to take control of Montrovia, cause a nuclear Armageddon, and then start over with Montrovia in control of whatever’s left?” I shake my head. “I mean, really, I like the new Atlanta football stadium theory—where it will open up like a Transformer to reveal a weapon of mass destruction and save us when the aliens attack—better than that.”

Ari laughs. Terrance doesn’t. He nods like he agrees. 

“Here’s what I suggest,” Ari says. “You go get ready for your date. Tomorrow, we’ll go see what’s in the Montrovian safety deposit box.”

“And go on the castle tour,” Terrance adds, placing two tickets in my hand. “Hopefully, being there in person will help you remember, like it did at the lab.”

“And then we leave for Rome,” Ari says. “Enzo and I have our first Society meeting there, which means you can visit the museum.”

“What about Marquis Dupree? Our mission is to deal with him.”

“The search for a way to get to him is taking place over at our secret headquarters,” Terrance says.

“What are you talking about?” 

“I told you about the safe house here?”

“Yeah.”

“Some friends are there, working together. It’s a motley, multinational crew. Let’s see, we have Intrepid from Britain, Josh from America, an admiral from Montrovia, an Israeli spy, the assassin known as The Priest, the old hacker known as The Bartender, and of course, we can’t forget Olivia the Plague.”

I can’t help but smile and feel happy that I’m not doing this completely on my own. But the words both the dean and The Priest told me keep playing through my head. 

Trust no one.

And I wonder if I should heed their warnings. 
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Going through the tunnels to see Lorenzo feels very clandestine and gives me a rush. I feel like I’m in an old spy movie, racing across Russian enemy lines to be with the man I fell in love with. Today has been an emotionally trying day, and I’m so ready to just collapse in his arms and soak in the love he radiates. He’s like the calm port in my stormy life. 

I’ve barely breached the war room before his lips meet mine in a passionate kiss.

“I could get used to being greeted like this,” I murmur against his neck. 

“I’ve missed you desperately,” he says, kissing me again. Only after what sounds like a determined sigh does he pull his lips from mine. “You look devastatingly beautiful.” 

He takes in the sinful dress I chose to wear for dinner this evening. Even though I love that he wants to wait, that doesn’t mean I’m going to make it easy on him. 

“Thank you.” I push my fingers through his hair. “Your face is stressed. Was your day difficult?”

“Lately, every day feels difficult, but tonight, we are putting the world behind us, for I have a surprise for you.”

“The truffles?”

“The setting. Come with me.” 

He holds out his hand. I curtsy before taking it, causing him to grin. He leads me down the hall, up two flights of stairs, and then out a set of worn French doors to a curved stone balcony overlooking the sea. 

“The view is so beautiful,” I gush. “And we’re standing on the balcony of a real castle turret. I feel like I’m living in the fairy tales of my youth. Maybe you should go to the bottom and ask me to let down my hair.”



“I’m thrilled you like it, but we haven’t reached our destination yet, my sweet,” he says, pointing to an iron staircase. “Although I admit, it might be a treacherous climb, as the stairs were not created with your delicate-heeled shoes in mind.”

“I don’t think that’s going to stop me,” I say, looking up toward the top of the turret. 

The stairs spiral around the outside of the turret, meaning our journey takes a while. 

“It’d be easier if we just repelled back down,” I tease. 

“Do you have a rope under your dress?” Lorenzo asks, wrapping his arms around me from behind as we get to the top. 

The steps were a little dangerous and only wide enough to walk up them in single file.

“No, but I do have a high-tenacity wire in my handbag that will hold us both for a quick ride down,” I say, turning around to give him a quick peck on the cheek. “Along with my lipstick, of course. You never know when you’re going to need to make a quick getaway—whether from a lecherous date or a trained assassin.”

“Good to know you are prepared,” he teases. 

He leans me back into a sweeping kiss that gives me a brief feeling of falling. Falling in love most likely, although I suppose we could have tumbled to our death if he had stumbled.

After our kiss, he leads me into the room at the top of the turret where a dinner table is set for two with the finest of china, gold flatware, and heavy crystal. There is a single ornate chandelier hanging above it, and candles glowing in hurricanes line the circular room.

“How are they ever going to get our food up here?” 

He grins at me and points to a modern elevator in the back of the room. 

“Ah! Why didn’t we take that?”

“Because I thought you, of all people, would appreciate the adventure of doing it the old-fashioned way. This turret helped mark the entrance to the Port of Cap de Playa Antilles. The men of Montrovia have a long history as skilled boatmen and maritime merchants, which means they were often at sea. Legend says, women used to climb the stairs, even in the wind and pouring rain, to wait or pray for their loved ones’ safe passage. If they were lucky enough to spot their ship arriving, they would rush to the docks to reunite. Very romantic.”

“And very stressful,” I say with a smirk. “Nowadays, I could just put a GPS tracker on your boat and watch your travels on my phone from the comfort of my bedroom.”

He kisses me. “You are teasing me, I think.”

“It is quite the romantic gesture. And incredibly beautiful up here. I imagine the view to be as delightful in the daytime.”

“I have a mission for you,” he says, sweeping me into his arms again.

“You do?” I ask as I envision what it must have felt like to sit here in this cold, dark turret, doing nothing but watching the ocean, waiting for your love to return, each hour and day that passed causing you more worry than the day before as you wondered if he would make it home.

“In four days’ time,” Lorenzo says, “we will meet with my mother to inform her of our courtship. More than likely, she will want to very quickly announce it to the world. I suspect we’ll have to do a photo shoot, possibly a few interviews, and, um, maybe a little press conference.”


“Okay,” I agree, still thinking about the heartbreak and despair the sailor’s wife would feel. “This is a very romantic location, but it holds sorrow, too—with the dark sea seeming to rise nearly to the moon.”

Lorenzo kisses my neck in response and then takes my hand as we circle the room.

This view on the other side of the turret is quite different. Lights fill the Montrovian capital, a combination of boats in the busy harbor and homes dotting the hillside. Such a contrast to the solitary feel of the ocean.

“I’ve been to a lot of places in the world,” I say, “but there’s something about Montrovia. With its rich history, dazzlingly sea and countryside, it’s a special place that you get to call home.”

“I’ve decided to restore this room in your honor. I want Montrovia to be your safe place against the sea.”

“It feels like home already, although I suspect it has more to do with you than the view.”

“When will you receive your next mission?” he asks, looking worried.

“I got it today actually.”

“And what were you charged with doing?” After I repeat my orders, he says, “No matter what, I need you to be here on Sunday to meet with my mother. I will make an appointment with her assistant but not divulge the itinerary. It will be a lovely surprise.”

“Does it have to be Sunday?”

“Yes, because, on Tuesday, if you have not agreed to a courtship, she will move forward with announcing my betrothal to Lizzie.”

“If you were smart, you’d marry Lizzie,” I say even though that’s the last thing I want him to do.

“I have no desire to marry a woman I do not love. But, if we are to move forward in our relationship, I do need to ask you a few important questions.”

The elevator opens, causing Lorenzo to stop speaking. He leads me to the table, pulling out my chair. We are seated side by side, offering us both ocean and harbor views.

A wine steward serves us champagne and the chef presents our first course, then they retreat down the elevator, giving us time to enjoy the meal alone.

“First, we must toast,” Lorenzo says. “To us and to a love worth waiting for.” After we touch glasses, he continues, “Although this is a topic all couples discuss as their relationships progress, due to my being royalty, it takes on a different kind of importance.”

“Just say it, Lorenzo. What do you want to know?”

“Do you desire children?” he blurts out.

“I have always been fascinated with children, although I don’t know for sure if I have ever been one myself.” 

“You and Chauncey have a special closeness,” he counters.

“He’s the smartest kid I’ve ever met. And those big blue eyes. How do you ever say no to him?” I chuckle. “I’d adopt him tomorrow if I could. But answering your question is complicated because I was trained not to want such things. Whoever created Black X knew about me and who I really was, but I think maybe Ari was a surprise to them. Something they hadn’t planned for.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Because, if they knew that I’d eventually be teamed up with my brother, they would have trained me very differently—to work with a partner rather than to completely rely on myself.”

“So, how did they find out he was your brother?”

“I have a theory. Well, I’ve had numerous theories running through my mind today, but only one seems plausible. Six months ago, shortly after your uncle’s death, they started working me harder, probably preparing me for my upcoming insertion back into society. They would have checked and double-checked my legend for any and all possible holes. It would have to survive scrutiny from places like the CIA and your own agencies. I think that’s when they discovered Ari’s birth certificate along with mine. 

“Up until then, all of my training was aimed toward me as an individual working alone. But then they suddenly and unusually started pairing us up. They put me with Josh specifically rather than my friend, who I would have preferred. We were tasked with conducting mission simulations as a team. And I’ll be honest, I wasn’t very good at it. I was taken into the dean’s office more than once over it. 

“Also around that time, they sent Ari to train with the CIA. No one does that at his age. Then, I think they screwed up. Ares died, and a lawyer contacted Ari because he’s listed in the will for real. But then Black X made it Ari’s ‘mission’ to work with me, pretending to be siblings. For some reason, at that point, they didn’t want us to know that we were really twins.”

“Speaking of twins, we must return to our original conversation. Do they run in your family? When we marry, producing heirs will be a necessity. I don’t want to pressure you, but if our relationship is going to be blessed by my mother, she’ll want to know you understand that.”

“Lorenzo, if we don’t figure out what’s going to start in Montrovia, there might be nothing left for your heirs.”

“So, your plan is to discover the plot, stop it from happening, and then retire here, with me?”

The elevator dings, giving me a moment to contemplate what I’m about to say. Can I make a commitment to come home to him when I know I might not? 




Our first course is taken away, and the delicate truffle pasta takes its place along with a complementary wine.

Once the staff has retreated, I say, “Yes, but on the flip side, I want you to consider the fact that you could be in this turret for a long time, waiting for someone who might never return.”

“Because she succumbed to the sea?”

“Something like that.”

He lowers his head, looking solemn, as he pulls a small package out of his jacket pocket and sets it on the table in front of me. “I’m willing to risk my heart for you, Lee. Please, open it.”

I undo the ribbon and lift the lid, finding an etched gold heart hanging from a delicate chain.

“May I?” he asks, taking the necklace and wrapping it around my neck. 

“What does it say? I was unable to make out the etching in the soft glow of the candlelight.”

“It is a love poem, written by me and engraved in my hand.”

“Which poem?”

He takes a piece of paper from his pocket and unfolds it. I can see where they drew the heart and the words they copied onto the necklace in fragmented pieces. 

“This poem is one that I composed just for you.”

“As in you wrote me a poem—like, from scratch?”

He nods his head and recites, 

“Glimmering waters beckon,

Cliffs come into view.

The ocean kisses the shoreline,


As I dream of you.”

“That’s beautiful, Lorenzo.” I’m overcome with emotion and wonder how he put into words the essence that is this beautiful turret. “They are the most wonderful words I have ever heard. I love you.”

“As I love you,” he replies with a kiss. He gives me a wicked grin. “It also has a GPS tracker in it, so while this turret will always be our special place, I will be able to know where you are when you’re not by my side. But I suspect I will still be here, pacing and praying for your safe return.”






MISSION:DAY TWO




There’s something so wonderful about waking up in the arms of the person you love. It’s pure, unadulterated bliss. And I’m not sure I deserve it. Committing to a serious relationship with Lorenzo feels so incredibly right, but at the same time, I know it could go so incredibly wrong. 

I feel like I’m trapped in the video game of my life, and if I make the wrong move, I’ll be dead. I used to be okay about going Game Over, but that was back when my only goal was to kill my mother’s assassin. I always figured I’d die trying, and I really never imagined what I’d do if I didn’t. But becoming a princess—no, make that queen—is so completely foreign of a thought, I can barely wrap my head around it. It seems like a silly fantasy. A fairy tale. Something my life has never been. A princess is supposed to be a damsel in distress. She is supposed to be rescued by the handsome prince. My fairy tale—if it turns out to be like one and not some Shakespearean tragedy—will be the opposite. The princess who rescues her prince, who saves his country from evil, and then lives happily ever after. 

I chuckle to myself, knowing that I will probably die while trying to save him. As I run my hand through his thick, dark hair, a tear escapes as I realize that I’d do so willingly. 

I also don’t know how Black X will react. I’ll have to sell it as part of my mission. Part of my cover. Until I can get to the bottom of whatever mess my mother got into. Nothing like a ticking clock to add to the drama.

“Good morning, my sweet,” Lorenzo say, his lips lingering on my exposed shoulder. “Do you have time to dine with me this morning?”

“Yes, my tour of the castle doesn’t start until ten.”

His lips cross my shoulder and move up my neck. “But I’ve already given you a tour.”

“Not the public tour. When I got to Montrovia, the first thing I did was buy a ticket. It might have been because I’d done it before.”

Lorenzo props himself up, staring intently at me. “What do you mean?”

“Yesterday, we went through the travel photos that were on my mother’s locket from the trip we had taken before she was killed. I know I’ve been to the places in the photos, but I can’t seem to recall many details. It’s believed, if I go to each place, it will trigger the memories.”

“And how do you feel about that? Your brain has been trying hard not to remember.”

“I need to do it because some of the photos are missing. It’s weird because things unexpectedly slip into my memory. Like I told Malcolm Prescott that I had been to Florence with my mom. It naturally came out, without thought. But that location was not included in the photos even though we had been to many places in Italy before.”

He smiles sweetly and caresses my cheek. I swear, his love is so fluid, I think I could bathe in it. 

“In that case, I would like to accompany you on your tour.”

“Um, I’d like to go by myself, if it’s okay. I need to try to re-create it, and I highly doubt I got to meet you on the tour.” I raise an eyebrow in his direction. “For, if I had, I never would have left.”

He lets out a laugh and then grabs the phone to order our meal. “I have no desire to let you leave this bed.”


“Trust me, I’d like to hide out here with you forever.”

“Forever? Does that mean the thought of marrying me is becoming more concrete?”

“Lorenzo, if I weren’t me, I’d marry you tomorrow.”

“But, darling, if you weren’t you, I wouldn’t want to marry you.”

“And I am worried it will end tragically for both of us.”

“Tis better to have loved and lost than never to have loved at all,” Lorenzo says, quoting Alfred Lord Tennyson.

“I agree, but you’ve shown me a paradise that I will probably burn down myself. I’m going to ask you this again. I want you to think about it logically, not with your heart. Do you think courting me is a good idea? You have so much on your shoulders. Running a country, continuing the bloodline. You need a woman who can devote her life to that.”

There is a light tap on the bedroom door, indicating that breakfast has arrived. 

“Saved by the bell,” he says with a grin, getting out of bed and donning a silk robe. 

He picks up a charcoal cashmere robe from the end of the bed and holds it so that I can simply stand up and slide it on. It’s sort of become my robe. I even discovered last night that I have my own toothbrush here, and surprisingly, it’s not a plastic throwaway. It’s gold, just like Lorenzo’s, and distinguishable only by my engraved initials.

While he heads out to inspect breakfast, I slip into the bathroom to pee. 

As I left the room, I caught a glimpse of a man in the mirror. A man whom I had seen earlier in the day. 

“We must go,” my mother said. “Pretend to take ill.” 

I dropped to the floor, as if I fainted, and felt that I was quickly surrounded by people. I didn’t dare open my eyes when I was picked up and carried by strong arms down a set of stairs and into a quiet room. 

As soon as the door shut, my mother said, “Very good, Lee. You can open your eyes. We have to get out of here.” 

“But why?”

“A man is following us, and that is never safe for two women traveling alone.” She carefully opened the door and peeked out. 

“I saw him this morning outside our hotel and again when we were in the Ponte Vecchio.”

She gave me a smile. “You missed seeing him at Basilica di San Lorenzo.”

“Dang it,” I said, mad at myself for not noticing. But I was so enthralled by the Medici chapel that I stupidly forgot to take note of my surroundings.

“You’re in luck, my darling; your favorite chocolate croissants are on the menu!” Lorenzo yells from the other room.

I close my eyes, take a deep breath, as my memory ends with a bullet to my mother’s head.




After a delightful breakfast, going over my plans for the day with Lorenzo, and so many kisses that I lost count, I leave the castle the way I entered—by sneaking through the tunnels and out to the docks. It’s a glorious, clear day, and I half-wish Lorenzo and I could say screw it, live in a bubble, and take his beautiful yacht that is just sitting idly in the harbor out to sea. We could have lunch, soak up the sun’s rays, and worry about nothing but the way his lips feel on mine. 

I briefly consider it, but it’s hard to be frivolous when you know the country of the man you love is in jeopardy. 

So, I go home, change, and meet up with my brother.


“I’ll allow you to accompany me on one condition: you don’t speak to me.”

“Why not?” Ari challenges.

“Because I had a flashback this morning, and as soon as Lorenzo said something, it was gone. If we’re going to figure this out, follow me, if you must, but let me go where my memories take me without interruption.”

“Deal,” he says, grabbing a set of keys and leading me to a new Range Rover. 

“Did you get a new car?” I ask him. “This doesn’t seem flashy enough for you.”

“Yeah, well, this bitch is armored. Built by a German company that makes the most protected custom vehicles in the industry. It can take armor-piercing bullets and can handle six kilograms of TNT or three hand grenades. Not only are the doors armored, but so is the frame, firewall, and hinges. It has run flat tires and can even withstand the explosion of a DM32 anti-personnel mine under the floor with no injuries. After what I saw in London, I’m not driving anything else.”




We arrive at the castle, park with the visitors, and line up along with about forty others. We’re given the option of a self-guided tour with headsets or a guided tour. I don’t think, just step in the line for the guided tour. The self-guided group is allowed to enter a large ballroom while the six of us who went for this option are led around the corner. 

“My name is Katarina, and I’ll be your guide for today. My job is to regale you with stories of the past. And you’re in luck; the Hall of Kings has just been reopened after its refurbishing, and it is here that we will begin our tour—starting with Lorenzo the Magnificent.” She points to a painting of a handsome man atop a horse. “The painting you see here was done by Botticelli, who thought Lorenzo to be so dashing that he often used him as a model. 

“Lorenzo’s grandfather was one of the wealthiest men in Europe, and Lorenzo was raised in luxury and surrounded by art. He was given the land that is now Montrovia and became known as the Duke of Vallenta. Lorenzo arranged for his descendants to marry into royal families from all over Europe, keeping the bloodlines of nobility and allowing Montrovia to live without war since the fifteenth century. The hall is so ornate because, at one time, it led from the court of honor to the throne room. The living arrangements have changed a lot over the years, and now, the hall leads to the private areas of the castle.” 

She moves us down the hall where large paintings of Lorenzo’s various ancestors are featured, but something else catches my attention. 

“Is that the Medici family crest?”

“Very good,” she says to me, gesturing toward the inlay on the floor for the rest of the group, including my brother, who has been bringing up the rear and keeping his promise not to say anything. “This is the only place in the castle that I’m aware of where Lorenzo’s family crest is displayed.” 

She speaks to the group, “Many of you might recognize the Medici family crest with its unusual colorful spheres and fleur-de-lis. From Florence, Italy, the Medicis were the bankers of the Vatican, which gave them prestige and power. The story goes that, while Lorenzo wanted to respect his family, he was also very ambitious. He didn’t want to be just the Duke of Vallenta. He wanted to be king. If Lorenzo the Magnificent were attempting this now, he’d be a social media star, meaning he was both a good leader and a marketer. He did everything he could to make this land feel like its own country, including creating a regal crest.”

The tour guide leads us out of the hall and into another room. “And you will see that crest throughout the rest of our tour, but it is prevalent here, in the throne room.”

My eyes widen. It’s hard not to be impressed by a room like this. 

“Throughout history, the throne room of a monarch tended to be one of the most lavish in the castle. This is where they faced their public—whether in official ceremonies or granting audiences. The room is supported by massive blue marble pilasters, the wall coverings are made of the finest of silks, the moldings are gilded, and the massive chandelier is crystal. The blue, golden, and red colors used here match our country’s flag and symbolize our maritime roots.” She points to the actual throne. “Before King Giovanni passed, there were two thrones, one for the king and one for his queen. When Lorenzo Giovanni Baptiste Vallenta V was crowned king, the second throne was removed.”

“What will happen when he marries?” an older woman on the tour asks. 

“Then, a throne will be added for his queen. And when that happens,” she says, dramatically opening a large set of French doors, “they will stand on this balcony and greet their countrymen. If you’d like to form a line, you can pretend to be royalty.”

The group starts taking turns standing on the balcony. The tour guide makes it fun by asking them to give a princess wave to the nonexistent crowd below. 

“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 is 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. 

“All right, let’s make our way into the Great Hall,” the tour guide says. 

But I’m stuck here like I was back then. Tears fill my eyes—not because I see my mother being shot, but because I can’t believe that, when I first met Lorenzo, I couldn’t remember the moment we’d shared years ago. But I do remember my heart pounding in my chest the same way it does now whenever Lorenzo is near. 

I feel a hand on the small of my back. Turning around and expecting to see Lorenzo, I find my brother instead. He doesn’t say anything, just nods his head toward the door. 

We catch up to the group as our tour guide shows us an intricately designed navy-and-white marble floor, colorful tapestries set atop yellow marble walls, and Venetian glass chandeliers. 

“Next up is what we call the Velvet Room. Over three hundred meters of velvet-covered walls set atop a blue marble floor. The velvet was specially woven in India and depicts the Montrovian coat of arms, and you’ll see it repeated in the moldings atop the room. Also of note is the large nautical compass with the royal crest inlaid with what appears to be pure gold but is rather gold gilding over wood. Earlier, we discussed how Lorenzo the Magnificent created his own crest. You can see it here in all its glory.”

“What does the crest mean?” Ari asks. “Like the symbolism of it?”

“That’s a great question,” the tour guide says. “The gold background of the shield symbolizes generosity. His ambition is noted in his motto with the word regium—Latin for royalty. You will also see virtute and non vi, which roughly translate to virtue by glory, not force, and is probably why Lorenzo was so greatly adored by the people. He became king because he was worthy to rule in a time when rule was often taken by force. The other interesting thing to note is his choice of the prancing horses on the sides of the crest. They symbolize readiness for all employments for king and country, but most people joke that they symbolize our world-class polo team. For years, this was the king’s bedroom.”

I wander around, trying to absorb every detail. There’s something important about this room. I find myself near the bed, glancing down at an engraved box on the nightstand.

“And this symbol?” my mother asked.

“What is this?” I ask our tour guide.

“Oh,” she says, “that is a replica based on a drawing found in the royal archives from Lorenzo the Magnificent’s time. It’s believed the box held his compass, for Lorenzo loved the sea.”

“Right, but what is this symbol on top of it?”

The tour guide grins, like she hoped someone would ask this very question. “Legend has it that Lorenzo the Magnificent created a secret society. Lorenzo was a master statesman. Who his heirs wed was very strategic. If you married off your children to countries who might attempt to overtake you, it would lower the risk. Same goes for his supposed secret society. If you gathered a group of like-minded men in places of power, you could effectively control the world—or so Lorenzo thought. 

“Supposedly, that is the group’s symbol. While some believe it survives even today, historians and symbolists suggest that this was simply his personal signet. It’s believed that he took the five balls from the Medici crest and split them, symbolizing slashing the family ties. Over it, he placed bands in the form of a cross, defeating the circular or cyclical nature of the universe. 

“Throughout history, all great empires eventually fall. Scholars believe that Lorenzo hoped to defeat that cycle and maintain a long-standing, peaceful society. Others suggest that the cross is the simple pagan Sun Cross, which represents the four directions, an early compass of sorts, tying into his love of the sea.”

While I’m intrigued, the patience of the others seems to be wearing thin. Our tour guide notes this and moves on, eventually finishing the tour outside the chapel. 

“To your left is the gift shop, which offers trinkets as well as picnic lunches. You are free to dine in the garden behind the gift shop, which contains ruins of the original castle walls.”

“A picnic sounds lovely,” my mother said. “You find us a good spot to sit, and I’ll go buy us a basket.”

We ate in a comfortable silence, enjoying the view of the ocean. 

When we had finished, I asked her a question, “Why were you so interested in that symbol?”

“Because the idea of secret societies intrigues me.”

My eyes got big. I love stuff like this. “And you think the flowery-looking design on that box has something to do with one?”

“I do,” she said. “Think about it. This country hasn’t had a war in centuries. How can that be?”

“Because they are peaceful people,” I wondered.

“Or because they are too powerful to conquer.”

“Except it’s not a very big country, so they wouldn’t have many soldiers if they had to fight, but I guess our tour guide told us that the Montrovian Navy is quite formidable.” I laughed. “That’s my new favorite word. Formidable. That’s what I want to be someday.” I scrunched up my nose. “It means tough, right?”

“That it does. And you will be,” she said with a laugh as she pushed back the long bangs that had fallen out of my braid. “Why don’t you go check out those ruins?”

I got up and ran behind the old castle wall, popping my head around the corner and sticking my tongue out at her.

“You should let me take your picture, Lee,” she said. “I want you to always remember our visit to the Palacio de la Vallenta.”

I find myself being drawn toward the ruins. When I step behind the old wall, the first thing I notice is a flower bed filled with begonias. 

I read the placard rising from the ground. 

Begonias are the national flower of Montrovia. First brought from South Africa by merchant traders, they symbolize justice and peace between major world powers and simple people alike. The gold and yellow color indicates the wealth, happiness, and contentment, which is the goal for our every citizen. 

Two memories flash simultaneously. One of my mother down on her knees, digging a hole in the dirt. The other of my dream where I was digging up the queen’s prized begonias.


Without thinking, I drop to the ground.

“What are you doing?” Ari asks, rounding the corner of the ruin with a picnic basket in hand.

I don’t respond, some unknown force driving me. A few seconds later, my hand hits a foreign object. I dig a little deeper and then grasp it in my fingers, pulling it out.

“What the hell is that?” my brother asks, studying the small gray-lidded cylinder.

“I think my mother buried it,” I say, quickly calling Lorenzo and asking if he’s in the palace and if we can join him.




A few minutes later, Juan escorts us into the war room where Lorenzo is looking stressed.

“Did we interrupt something?” I ask as he stands from behind his desk and makes his way toward us in greeting.

He smooths out his suit as Juan leaves the room, closing the doors behind him. “Just politics. How was your tour?”

“She dug up a bunch of begonias on palace grounds,” Ari tattles.

I nod my head in agreement. “I had a crazy dream where I got in trouble for digging up the queen’s flowers as well as a memory of my mother down on her knees in the same spot.” I hold the canister in front of him. “And I found something.”

“What’s in it?”

“Since it came from your property, I thought I’d ask you that first.”

He wraps his arm around my waist and then takes my hand in the other. “It looks like a dirty film canister.”

“I think that’s exactly right. My mother took photos of me with an actual camera. It would have been handy.”

“Why don’t you do the honors?” he says. 

I flip the lid off the top and turn it over.

But nothing falls out.

Lorenzo and I let out a disappointed sigh.

Ari grabs the container from me and inspects it. He slips his hand inside and pulls out a rolled up piece of paper, spreading it flat on Lorenzo’s desk. 

When I see what it is, I let out a curse. “What the—”

Lorenzo inspects it closer, his mouth hanging open in disbelief. “It’s just like the money with Ophelia on it, only it’s my late uncle Alessandro wearing the crown.”

“And,” I add, “it also has Arcadia as the name of the country, not Montrovia. That means the first attempt on your father’s life by his younger brother had to do with what my mother was investigating.”

“Six years later,” Ari says, dumbfounded. “And someone is still trying to turn Montrovia into Arcadia. Ophelia’s bill was definitely not a gag gift.”

“A gag gift?” Lorenzo asks.

“I found an entry in Clarice’s journal. She saw the currency and questioned her sister, but Ophelia told her it was a gag gift for your upcoming birthday. She sweet-talked one of the palace guards, specifically the one in charge of the royal vault, to let her borrow the ruler’s crown to wear for the photo. I’m guessing your uncle did the same.”

Lorenzo’s lips press flat against each other. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him so angry. 

“Juan!” he yells out, causing the man to scurry through the door. “I need you to join me in the royal vault. I’m afraid we will be firing one of the guards.” He repeats what we just told him.

“I will also let him know, if he doesn’t cooperate in regard to the questions I have, we will bring him up on charges of treason,” Juan says seriously. 

The two of them march off, leaving me and Ari alone. 

“Guess you don’t mess with the royal jewels,” Ari teases and then glances at his watch. “You know, we should probably get going. We have one more stop today.”

“The Royal Montrovian Bank, yes. Then, I’d like to go home and take a bath before we leave for Rome.”

“Deal,” Ari says, gesturing with his arm toward the door. 

I start to walk toward him and then turn around. I grab a sheet of paper from Lorenzo’s notepad and write him a quick note. I fold it in half and draw a silly smiley face on the front of it. 

But, just as we’re leaving his private residence, I blurt out, “Is Lorenzo the Magnificent buried here? She didn’t mention it on the tour.”

Ari takes his phone out of his pocket and looks it up. “He is buried in the National Cathedral—”

“On the Plaza de Vallenta,” I finish, suddenly remembering another place that there wasn’t a photo of. 

“On this treasure hunt, we’re looking for a certain symbol that we saw on our castle tour. Let’s see if we can find it.”

“Which one?” I asked.

“You’ll know it when you see it,” my mother said with a laugh.

“Our tour guide mentioned that many of the works in the palace were done by Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo among other famous artists,” Ari continues. “This article says it’s of note that his tombstone was carved by Michelangelo.”

We leave the palace grounds, get in the car, and drive to the cathedral set in the center of town, closer to the hills and homes than the docks. The plaza is bustling with activity. I laugh when I notice Ari is still carrying the picnic lunch. 

“Are you hungry?” I ask even though I already know the answer. 

“I’m starved.”

“Let’s sit on the steps and eat first.”

Ari doesn’t say anything when he eats, which is typical. He’s a man on a mission to refuel. I can’t help but laugh as I take a bite out of my sandwich. 

But he stops mid-bite and stares at me. “Well?”

“Well, what?”

“What are your thoughts on the dollar bill you dug up? Where did your mom get it? Why did she bury it?”

“Knowing that we left Montrovia as the Kelley and Huntley Bond a few weeks later suggests she might not have wanted it with her then. The fact that she hid it means that she was either leaving it for someone—”

“Like a dead drop? That’s old school spy craft.”

“With all the electronic surveillance today, still very effective. She would have either left it for someone or was afraid to have it on her.”

“Gut feeling?” he asks me.

“We left here and went to Baghdad. I wouldn’t have wanted it with me.”

“Where do you think she got it in the first place?”

“Oh my gosh! What if she wasn’t investigating Ares Von Allister? Think about how we found the bill with Ophelia on it. King Giovanni survives an attack from his own brother and wants answers. He searches his brother’s home and finds the bill. He looks up Arcadia, wondering what it is, if he didn’t already know. His friend, Ares, studied all that stuff, so he confides in him and sends him the bill. 

“Gabriel told me that they hid the fact that it was his brother, just like they lied about Ophelia being behind the kidnapping. King Giovanni can’t have anyone in his country investigate because he’s afraid the truth will leak, so he goes through his old friend. Ares hires my mom to figure it out. Just like we’re trying to do.”

“And she does.”

“Yeah, she does,” I say, excitedly getting up. “And that means we will do the same.”

“Without the dying-at-the-end part preferably,” Ari says softly.

“Hurry up and finish eating,” I tell him. “I’m ready to go to all the places now.”

“Even if the memories hurt?”


“Yeah,” I say, “but at least now, the pain will be worth it. We’re going to figure it out, Ari. I just know we are.”




He finishes his lunch and follows me into the cathedral, which is much larger than the one on the palace grounds. It’s massive with multiple naves and domed ceilings supported by marble columns, decorated in unique navy-and-white stripes. The floor itself is a treasure, featuring mosaic designs that tell stories similar to stained glass. 

No memories flash through my head, but I seem to know where I’m going, leading us straight to the front right corner of the church to an area simply called Magnifico. There are a few tourists gathered around it, so we wait for our chance to inspect it closer. 

“This isn’t going to be easy,” Ari says when they have moved away, pointing toward the ornately carved memorial.

“That was easy,” I told my mother. 

“Would you have found it if you were not looking for it?”

“Probably not. You wouldn’t notice it if you got too close. What does it mean?”

“Throughout history, there are rumors of secret societies. Many of their symbols are hidden in plain sight. You have to know what you are looking for to find them. I’m sure everyone who comes here just sees—”

“The Garden of Eden?” I asked, noting the tree and animals set in a hilly backdrop overlooking the ocean below.

“Sort of. Except this is Arcadia.”

“That’s Greek, right?”

I grab my brother’s hand and take a few steps backward. “Do you see it now?”

“Oh my gosh. It’s covering the entire crypt, but it’s made out of curling tree branches.”

“And what about the memorial as a whole?”

“Is it supposed to represent heaven, or is it Montrovia? It seems like a peaceful, almost idyllic setting with trees and animals set on the hill.”

I raise an eyebrow at him and nod. 

“It is? Holy—” he says slowly and then lets out an expletive. “It’s Arcadia.”




Neither one of us says anything on the walk to the Royal Montrovian Bank. We don’t really need to. We both know that someone wants to make Arcadia real. I take in the bustling streets of the capital, the beautiful gilded gas streetlamps, the wide sidewalks, and glitzy shops. If you ask me, it’s already the perfect place. Busy but not too crowded. Genuinely happy residents and tourists are thrilled to be here. I pause to glance up at the palace set atop the hill and know it’s more than just the town that feels perfect to me.

“Do you like Montrovia?” I ask Ari. 

“I do,” he says, grinning at me. “Tell you what. Let’s figure all this out and then settle here permanently.”

Tears spring to my eyes as I launch myself at my brother to give him a hug. “You have no idea what that means to me.”

“You’re wrong about that,” he says. “Remember, you’re the only family I have.”




I take a deep breath as we arrive at the bank. Upon entering, we’re asked by a receptionist what sort of business we’d like to conduct today. After telling him I’m here for a safety deposit box, he presses a few buttons on the computer in front of him, and very quickly, a woman in a tailored designer suit strides toward us, holding a scanner. 

After placing my palm on it, she says, “I see you have two accounts with us—one accessible by your handprint only, the other requiring a key. How can I help you?”

I hold up the key. 

“Very well,” she says, leading us into a vault and motioning to an open door. “You can retrieve your box and bring it into this private room. When you are finished, simply replace the box. It will lock automatically.”

I walk straight to the back of the vault and then turn left on autopilot, knowing where I’m going. I place the key in the lock, remove the small metal box, and then take it into the room where Ari awaits.

He shuts the door behind me. 

I close my eyes for a few beats.

“What are you doing?”

“Waiting to see if a team of killers is coming for us.”

“Very funny.” He chuckles at first but then realizes I’m serious. He pulls a gun from under his jacket and stands with his back against the door. 

That makes me laugh. “You should never stand like that. The first thing the team of bad guys will do is shoot through it. I mean, if they’re coming full force, there’s no reason to be stealth about it.”

Ari jumps away from the door. “Like Zurich? Do you think they were looking for you, not Chauncey?” 

Now, it’s my turn to laugh. “Only one way to find out.”

“You’re crazy. You know that, right?” he says.

“We need to know one way or the other, Ari. That’s the reason I didn’t want anyone to come with me.”

“How long did it take?”

“Six and a half minutes, give or take.” When he glances at his watch, I say, “It’s been two and a half so far.”

“How do you know that?”

“I pay attention to the little details, Ari. I was trained to.”

“I wish I had gone to Blackwood with you. You’re so calm. I’m sort of freaking out a little. Standing here, waiting to die.”

“The goal would be to kill the muscle, capture their leader, and find out who they work for. Move over here,” I tell him as I take up a position next to the door that gives me the best strategical location in the room.

We wait. 

And wait. 

After ten minutes, I finally say, “While part of me would like some response, I’m glad we didn’t get one.”

“Me, too,” Ari says, wiping his brow. 

“I think I’m glad for a different reason than you. No response tells us that they didn’t know about my mom. Think about it. We know she came to and left Montrovia as Charlotte Cassleberry. She opened this box first and then went to Zurich where she opened another box and put this key in it.” 

I open the box, finding a small white envelope with a few photos. The first one is of me standing in front of the Georgia Guidestones. The second is of me next to the tomb of Lorenzo the Magnificent, which we just visited. The third is of a tomb in another grand church. The fourth is of me with Jules Raphael at the Terra Project in Florida, and the last is a grainy shot of a computer screen showing a photo of the World Seed Vault in Norway. 

“Looks like we have a few more places to visit,” Ari says, flipping through them.

At the bottom of the box is a manila envelope where I find Huntley Penelope Bond’s birth certificate, Aristotle Allister Bond’s death certificate, and a letter. I read it aloud.

“My darling daughter,

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

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

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

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

“Enclosed is your real birth certificate. Believe it or not, you have two real birth certificates. One in the name of Calliope Ann Cassleberry and one as Huntley Penelope Bond. The man you thought was your father was actually my partner. He wasn’t my love. That man was Ares Von Allister. At this point in your life, you have probably heard his name. 

“He’s a wealthy inventor and businessman, but I just knew him as my high school friend. He wasn’t my boyfriend, but I did fall in love with him as he nursed me back to health and gave me the gift of freedom from my family. 

“My mother, of course, was searching for me, and my stepfather was a policeman. He questioned Ares numerous times, and because of that, we couldn’t risk being together. 

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

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

“All my love, 

“Mom.”

“At least she wanted you to know,” Ari says, giving me a hug. 

“I wish she had just told me what she discovered. More stupid photos are not helpful!” I say, feeling both overly emotional and very frustrated. 




We ride home in silence. I feel like all I’ve done for the last two days is talk about the past. There’s no time to relax before our flight. I pack quickly and touch up my makeup, and we’re soon at the airport and aboard the royal jet where I close my eyes and pretend to nap the entire flight. 

Upon arrival in Rome, we are shuttled to an opulent hotel where we meet up with Viktor, who invites us to dine in his suite with him and his father as well as Peter and Malcolm Prescott.

I’m genuinely happy to see them all, especially when Malcolm gives me such a warm reception. I can’t help but wish my father had been more like him. 

“Huntley, what are you doing here?” he asks with a grin. “Trying to crash the big boys’ party?”

“No, thought I’d shop and see the sights. You know, girlie stuff.”

He and Aleksandr laugh while I greet Viktor. “How are you?”

“Fine,” he says gruffly, but he looks anything but. He’s disheveled. 

“I’m really sorry for your loss.”

“Come see the view on the balcony,” he tells me, suddenly looking perkier. “It’s wonderful.”

I follow him out a set of French doors, which I notice he closes behind us. It immediately puts me on edge, my training kicking in. 

“I’d like to talk to you in private,” he says, quickly explaining. I nod in reply, so he continues, “I’m really not doing well. If I don’t talk to someone about it, I’m going to burst. Can I trust you, Huntley?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Good, because I think only you will understand.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because your father didn’t love you enough either.” 

What he says stings, I will admit.

“Are you saying your father doesn’t love you?”

He sighs and nervously jingles some change in his trousers. “He does; sometimes, it just feels … conditional. Although he seems to love you. So, maybe you can help me figure out what to do.”

“Okay.”

“While it’s true I hid out in Lake Como after Ophelia’s death and refused to talk to the press, it’s not because I was heartbroken. That didn’t start until Clarice was killed.”


“What are you saying?” I ask, pretending to be confused. “That you loved Clarice?”

“Yes. This is going to sound horrible of me, and I’m sickened by my choices. Ophelia and I were dating. We got in a wicked fight at a party. Clarice and I ended up together in bed that night. Of course, we were ashamed of ourselves, but at the same time, we were both incredibly happy. She was amazing, not the airhead her sister had made her out to be. Not only was there intense physical attraction, but we also had the same values and goals in life.”

“But you proposed to Ophelia. In front of everyone.”

“She made me.”

“How?”

“Blackmail, I guess. Clarice and I were seeing each other while I tried to break it off with Ophelia. She refused to allow it. Said she needed a man like me to take her rightful place in Montrovia. That made no sense until she mentioned that it was up to her to have heirs. That if, God forbid, something ever happened to Lorenzo, she would have to rule as well as continue the royal bloodline. She told me I would make a fine king. 

“I remember making a joke that Lorenzo didn’t seem to have a problem with finding women. She got mad at me. Stormed off. But, the next day, she came to me and bared her soul. About how, even though she had hated her father with a passion, he had instilled in her a duty to her country before he died. She was worried that, if Lorenzo continued his playboy ways and never settled down, the royal legacy would be up to her. She told me that, together, we could bring about the kind of change that her sister and I had been talking about in bed.”

“Oh, wow,” I blurt out. “She knew?”

“Yeah, she did. Remember the Terra Project that Clarice was talking about when we all first met?”

“The peaceful initiative that sounded a little like socialism?”

“It’s not that at all. At university, I took a conservation class and learned of the Terra Project. It’s a purposeful way of living without further damaging our environment as well as a place where money doesn’t matter. 

“In case you haven’t figured it out, money and power were something our fathers were obsessed with. I’ve often wondered if that’s what caused Ares to go recluse. I didn’t see a lot of him, but the last time I did, we spoke of the fact that it would be up to my generation to fix the sins of our forefathers against nature. That, if we didn’t do something, we’d be facing critical mass in relation to our population. Isn’t it crazy to think we could treat the place we live with so much disrespect that we cause our own extinction?”

I nod my head, agreeing with him, but don’t say anything since he seems to be on a roll.

“Anyway, I’ve been financially supporting the Terra Project. Can you imagine what would happen if my father, who builds ships of war, found out? If it publicly got out?”

“People would think you’re awesome,” I tease, trying to lighten the mood. 

“Ophelia threatened that, if I didn’t propose, she would tell my father of my treachery. I didn’t intend to go through with a wedding, but I needed time to figure things out. You saw how I was sweating. Proposing to her was the last thing I wanted to do, especially in front of the girl I loved.”

“Is that why Clarice was talking about it so much? Was she threatening you, too?”

“No. Don’t laugh, but she called me her Terra Man. She was just making me feel guilty.”

“Your proposal seemed very stiff. More like a business arrangement than love.”

“That’s because it was.”

“There you are,” Viktor’s father says, coming out onto the balcony and placing a hand on each of our shoulders. “What are you two conspiring about?”

Viktor coughs, not sure what to say, but I was trained to lie. 

“Well, if you must know, I was trying to convince him to tell me what will take place at your top-secret meeting tomorrow.”

Aleksandr studies my face. “You’re lying.”

“Okay, fine. We were talking about Ophelia.”

“For the best, if you ask me,” Aleksandr states, causing both my and Viktor’s eyes to widen in surprise.

He curses in Russian, then says, “That sounded very heartless of me. I did not mean that I am glad she is dead. I am just happy my son doesn’t have to marry her.” He pats his son’s shoulder in a fatherly way. “You are much too young.”

“I’m younger than he is,” I say in Viktor’s defense. “Yet you have suggested that Lorenzo might be the one for me.”

“Well, if he had looked at Ophelia the way Lorenzo looks at you, I would have been all for their pairing.”

“On that note,” Viktor says, rolling his eyes, “I think I’ll be getting a drink.”

“Ah,” Aleksandr says, exasperated, “father and sons. It is a tenuous relationship.”

“At least your son doesn’t hate you,” I say. 

“Huntley,” he says gently, “don’t hate your father. Ares was truly a great man.”

“Yeah, well, I wouldn’t know,” I reply, leaving him standing on the balcony alone. 

I’ve barely stepped inside when Daniel wraps an arm around my neck and kisses me on the lips. 

“Huntley, whatever are you doing here? Worried to let Lorenzo out of your sight?” 

I can’t help but smile. He’s such a smart-ass. 

“Actually, I heard you were coming, so I baked a pizza.”

He puts his nose up into the air and sniffs. “Don’t smell one.”

“Fine. I thought you were in Omaha.”

“You haven’t been listening closely, Huntley. I said I was going to Omaha. What I didn’t tell you was that I’d be traveling a circuitous route by way of Rome.”

“Ah, yes. The big boys’ secret club.”

He taps his finger on my nose and whispers sexily in my ear, “You’re not supposed to know about that.” 

I swear, every word that comes out of his mouth, regardless of what he’s talking about, is flirtatious and filled with innuendo. 

“Did I mention, I forgot to book a hotel room and need a place to crash?”

“My room will probably be free if you need it,” I reply with a smile. 

“Seriously, did you not hear anything I told you?”

“And what did you tell her, Daniel?” Lorenzo asks, sneaking up from behind us. 

“That you’d break her heart, of course,” Daniel says seriously as he walks away, pantomiming dropping a mic.

Lorenzo looks at me with concern. “Do you believe that?”

“Honestly, no. I think I’m the one who will break your heart.”

“Are you having second thoughts about us?”

“Not at all.”

“Then?”

I don’t say anything to him. I don’t have to. He knows my mission. 

Fortunately, Peter joins us, greeting me and leading me to the dinner table where I’m seated with him on my left and Daniel on my right. Lorenzo takes up a spot directly across from me with Viktor and Ari flanking him. Malcolm and Aleksandr are seated at the heads of the table. 

Peter rambles on about everything and nothing while Daniel keeps tapping the side of my foot with his, reminding me of his presence even though he is conversing with Malcolm. 

During the second course, as I turn toward Daniel, Lorenzo addresses the group, “Is it just me, or are you all dying to know what’s going on tomorrow?”

The boys all nod in agreement, causing Malcolm and Aleksandr to grin. 

“Fine, we’ll tell you what to expect,” Malcolm says.

I set my napkin on the table, stand up, and say politely, “I think that’s my cue to leave.”

I thought that the men would try to stop me, but instead, they both nod in agreement. I swallow back my anger. 

I am Huntley Von Allister, who isn’t concerned with anything more than who will fill my glass with champagne. And that Huntley manages to slip out of the dining room without flipping the group off. 

But Huntley Bond can’t help but let the door slam on her way out.

I could use my eavesdropping app to listen to every word they say, but that would mean I’d have to stand out in the hall, looking pathetic, break into the suite next door, or climb onto the balcony. None of which I’m prepared to do. 

Instead, I go into my room and put on something much more comfortable than the tight dress and heels I am wearing—black yoga pants, trainers, and a workout bra. I tie a jacket around my waist, put my hair in a ponytail, and go for a run, which is tricky on the cobbled streets of Rome. 

Regardless, running feels good. At Blackwood, there was no working out on a treadmill, like Huntley Von Allister does. We ran outside whether it was raining or snowing, in freezing conditions or blazing heat. 

I end up standing in front of the Bernini Ristorante on the Piazza Navona, longingly looking at the sign and practically tasting the lasagna. 

“Would you like a table?” I hear a man’s voice say. 

“Yes, thank you.” I pull my jacket over my bra top to make myself look more presentable and then allow him to pull a chair out for me to be seated. 

“You look familiar,” he says. “You have dined at my restaurant before, yes? With your mother. I remember saying you looked so much alike.”

“Six years ago,” I reply. “You have a good memory, Antonio.”

“As do you.” He smiles. “I remember all my customers, for each one is a delight to serve. You also came back twice. Once by yourself, which I thought was a bit odd in regard to your young age.”

“My mother had a meeting just over there.” I point to the Fontana dei Quattro Fiumi, known as the Fountain of the Four Rivers. 

“That’s right. You had lasagna, and we talked about the history of this great piazza.”

I smile at him. “Is Mama still well?”

“Ah, yes,” he says. “As usual, she is in the kitchen. Would you like her lasagna again tonight?”

“Very much so.”

While he runs inside to turn in my order, I take a moment to stare out at the beautiful piazza, the history of the place quickly coming back to me. It sits on the site of the Stadium of Domitian, which was built in the first century AD. 

I remember the story of how Bernini and Borromini were both great architects of their time and well-known rivals. The story goes that Borromini was commissioned to design the square, but when Bernini caught wind of it, he designed a silver model of the fountain he wanted to build and gave it to the sister-in-law of the pope, ensuring that she would show it off. The pope was so enamored with the design, he took the job away from Borromini and gave it to Bernini. 

It seems that men in all periods of time are always vying for power. 

I’m brought a glass of wine and told it’s on the house. It’s late, nearly closing time, and there is only one other group of patrons, who are just finishing up their meal. 

As soon as they leave, he puts the Closed sign up and sits down at my table with a glass of wine. “Is your mother well?” 

I close my eyes and shake my head. “She died shortly after we were here.”

“And what brings you to Rome?”

“Do you remember how you told me about the rivalry between Borromini and Bernini?”

“Ah, yes, of course. Such a scandal.”

“My mother was a covert agent. She took a vacation and was looking into something on her own. Something that brought us here and something that got her killed.” I take a gulp of my wine. “She was assassinated, Antonio. In front of me.”

Antonio’s eyes widen in surprise, but it’s quickly replaced with compassion. He reaches out and puts his hand atop mine. While it’s comforting, I notice that his eyes are squinted, and he’s biting his lip, seemingly trying to decide if he should tell me something or not. 

“Your mother left an item here that night. It has been hanging on the wall of Mama’s kitchen ever since. I have been tempted to read it many times over the years, but I promised her that I would not. She told me that it was only to be given to someone who came looking for it. Are you looking for it?”

“Yes, and no. I have a type of amnesia. I very clearly remember the bullet entering my mother’s forehead, but I can’t remember the trip we took before that. Recently, I found photos of our trip, and I’ve been trying to piece together what she discovered that got her killed. As I’ve been doing so, snippets of memories are returning. I didn’t plan to come here tonight. There was no photo of your restaurant. I was just drawn to the place. To you.”

“If she was killed for something she knew, maybe it is for the best that you don’t remember.”

I shake my head. “The problem is, if I don’t figure it out, a lot of people might die.”

He takes a sip of his wine and seems to contemplate this. Then he sets down his glass and rises from the table without a word. When he returns, he presents me with a dish of steaming lasagna along with my bill. 

I let out a sigh, knowing that I’ll have to break in later and search Mama’s kitchen. 

But, in the meantime, I’m going to enjoy the delicate homemade noodles layered with meat sauce and cheese. 

Antonio allows me to eat in silence as he does his closing routine of cleaning the area around the tables and other busywork. 

When I finish eating, I lean back and take my last sip of wine. Then I flip over the bill to see how much I owe him. But, when I do, I find my mother’s handwriting and a list of letters that seems to be nothing more than gibberish. 

“Is it what you were expecting?” he asks. 

I shake my head. “No.”

He sits back across from me and eyes it. “She did tell me something else.”

“What was that?”

“That ‘society rules.’”

I smile broadly and stand up. Grabbing some euros out of my pocket, I lay them on the table. 

“Oh no, my bella. Tonight, your meal is on the house.” 

“Grazie, Antonio,” I say, kissing his cheek. “Thank Mama for the wonderful meal.”

I start to take off but then turn back around. “I remember my mother was sitting at the fountain. She told me that she had a meeting, yet I don’t recall her meeting anyone.”

“I believe she was sitting at the fountain, taking notes. I was busy, serving guests, but I managed to keep an eye on her. I thought she might be meeting with a lover and was eager to see what he looked like.”

“Do you remember exactly where she was sitting?”

“But of course.” He grabs his jacket and walks me across the piazza to the fountain. “Her profile was to the restaurant, but I could see her clearly. Sit down here.” 

Directly in front of me is the Sant’Agnese in Agone, a beautiful baroque cathedral. 

“Now, look up,” Antonio says.

I do, immediately noticing a pair of bell towers set on either side of a large dome. “Can we go up there?” I ask. 

“It is not open to the public, but the men who care for the bells do go up there. And I have seen others there from time to time.”

“What kind of others?”

“Members of the clergy and very important benefactors.”

“Thank you. I’ve got to get going, but I’ll see you soon.” 

“Ciao, bella,” he says, kissing my cheeks. “I will hold you to that.”




I race back to the hotel, running the entire way and knowing that it’s possible I’m in possession of a short list of names of those involved in the conspiracy. 

I’m breathless when I swing open the door to the suite my brother and I are sharing. Lorenzo, Peter, and Viktor are seated in the parlor while Ari is pacing.

“Do you have any idea what time it is?” Ari says. “Where have you been?”

I clutch the necklace Lorenzo gave me, knowing, if he were really that worried, he would know exactly where to find me. But I can’t say that out loud. 

“I went for a run and grabbed some dinner. Believe it or not, I can take care of myself while you boys save the world with your meeting.”

“You’re being ridiculous. You know that, right?” Daniel says, stepping out of what is supposed to be my bedroom.

“Why were you in my room?”

“Slumber party apparently,” he says with a smirk, waving his hand at the group gathered. “Aren’t you the lucky girl?”

“I’m tired. It’s been a really long day. You boys have a good party without me. Peter, be sure to braid Daniel’s hair. That’s his favorite thing.”

When I go into my room, I see that Daniel has completely taken it over, and my stuff is gone. 

Lorenzo joins me. “I had your clothing moved to my suite. Would you care to retire now?”

“Yes, please.”

I give the boys my best and tell them to behave, then go with Lorenzo to his suite. 

“Is Juan here?” I ask him. 

“He is, but he has retired to his room, as have the rest of my security. While we usually take the whole floor to ensure privacy and safety, it’s kind of fun, having Ari and Peter down the hall.”

I pull Lorenzo close and whisper into his ear, “Was the room swept for electronic surveillance?”

“But of course. As per protocol, my staff has also installed countermeasures to stop any attempts from the outside. And you know that my phone is secure.”

I plop down on the couch. “Are all The Society meetings held in Rome? I know your father was a member. What did he tell you about it?”

“Nothing. It’s a secret, remember?”

“And what about Rome?”

“I can ask, but they haven’t told me as of yet. I guess I will find out when the next meeting is set.”

“I remembered something today. When my mother and I were in Florence, someone was following us. I noticed him first at the hotel we were staying at, and then again when we were in the Ponte Vecchio, and again in a church. My mom said I’d missed seeing him at the Basilica di San Lorenzo. She had me pretend to faint, and when the staff carried me into a room outside the public area, we snuck out from there.”

“If your mother was as beautiful as you, maybe the man was just enamored with her.”

“Or maybe he was worried about what she might discover.”

He nods his head. “Ari told me privately about the time line you have been piecing together, and it’s been bothering me all night. When you left mad, it hit me. Don’t you think, when your mother uncovered the truth, her demeanor would have changed? I mean, can you imagine the weight of knowing about such a plan? Of wondering who you could trust to confide in? Or how you could stop it from happening? I think about that often these days. What decisions will I have to make regarding the safety of my people and the longevity of my country when we figure it all out?”

“That’s a good point. I’ll think about it. But, either way, she was smart enough to not keep the evidence with her. She buried the Arcadian dollar, split the photos between two vaults, and put the rest in my locket before returning home.”

“Exactly. Now, what can I do to help?”

“Let’s not talk about it anymore tonight,” I suggest.

“Oh, that, my darling, is an easy task.” He takes my hand, leading me through the suite, and opens the bathroom door, allowing me a view of the large bathtub, a vase filled with blue bath bombs, and a chilled bucket of champagne. 

“It’s perfect, Lorenzo,” I say dreamily. “You know, I’ll be fine in the bath by myself if you want to go back and join the boys. I’m sure they will be up drinking until all hours of the night.”

“I would much rather be here with you,” he says, giving me a steamy kiss. “You taste of red sauce and wine.”

“I had dinner.”

“Although you hid your anger well, I could tell you weren’t happy about leaving.”

“It’s just hard to believe, in this day and age, that something so sexist still exists.”

“Why don’t you slip into the bath while I pour us champagne?”

I let out a sigh and look longingly at the tub. “I can’t.”

“Why not?”

I plop down on the bed, take the note out of my jacket pocket, and tell him the truth about my evening. 

When I finish, he says, “That is incredible.”

“I know.”

He joins me on the bed and rakes his hand through his hair. “And how are you feeling?”

“Excited because there’s more. The reason I asked if all Society meetings are in Rome is because I think my mother might have spied on a meeting. I think this is a list of names of men who attended. Who possibly met in private after at the top of a cathedral.”

“What makes you think that?”

“Because she told the waiter that ‘society rules.’ It’s obviously both a clue and the keyword to decode the cipher.”

“You know how to do that, too?”

“Of course. Since I was young when she created it, I’m guessing it’s a very simple code.” I grab a notepad and pen from the bedside table and start writing. 
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“Why did you get rid of the last two letters in rules?”

“Because they are duplicates,” I say, quickly deciphering her note. What I end up with is:




ARCADIA

LORENZO THE MAGNIFICENT

GIULIANO MEDICI

THE SOCIETY

TROJAN HORSE

HARRISON MCCLELLAN

JOHN F HILLFORD SR




I bite my lip, trying not to look as disappointed as I feel.

“Doesn’t seem to be much help,” Lorenzo says, echoing my thoughts. 

“Well, we already know the word Arcadia keeps popping up. I saw Lorenzo the Magnificent’s bedroom and tomb today, both of which bear an unusual symbol. You can either believe he started a powerful secret society that still runs to this day, or you can believe the scholars, who say it was simply his personal signet. Giuliano Medici was Lorenzo’s brother. I have no idea what he or the Trojan Horse have to do with anything. We both know that the former president ordered the hit on my mother, so I guess it would make sense if he were involved, but since he’s dead now—”

“We might never know,” Lorenzo states, finishing my sentence. “And then you have Harrison McClellan, billionaire and founder of the largest biotech seed company in the world.”

“As in genetically modified seed?” I ask, thinking about the GMO conspiracy theories. “How do you know him?”

“I met him at a state dinner when I was much younger, maybe five years ago. He was in attendance to speak about the concept of storing seeds. They had set up a trust, which was funded through large charitable donations, and were building the Seed Vault in Norway, up near the Arctic Circle, and he was asking for deposits.”


“And you gave him seeds?”

Lorenzo shakes his head. “Not exactly. The Seed Vault is similar to a bank vault. It’s like taking something of value and putting it in a safety deposit box until you choose to retrieve it. The seeds are our property, only there to be kept safe.”

“And why do seeds need to be kept safe?” I ask.

“Lots of reasons, I suppose. Change in climate, disease, or a worst-case scenario like a nuclear catastrophe that decimates our plant life.”

“Are there genetically modified seeds in there, too?”

“No. Norwegian law prohibits it.”

“So the guy whose company is modifying seeds built a vault to store the ones that are not modified?”

“Yes.”

I lean back and close my eyes, suddenly feeling very tired. “How about that bath now?”

“Sounds like the perfect way to end the evening.” He takes my hand, leads me back into the bathroom, and turns on the faucet to fill the tub. “Would you like to do the honors, or shall I?”

“Please do. I love watching your face when the bath bombs fizz and turn the water blue.”

Lorenzo opens the champagne while the tub fills, and then he undresses and gets in. While it is a large soaking tub, plenty big enough for two, it is much smaller than the palatial one he has at his palace, and I’m trying to determine where I should sit. 

I don’t get the chance to fret about what is appropriate because he holds his hand out and helps me into the tub, having me sit between his legs and lean back against his chest. Needless to say, we are in very close proximity. 

And quite naked.



He trails his fingers down my arms, but his actions are not sexual in nature, simply meant to relax. 

“I want to ask you something, Lorenzo, and I’d like you to answer truthfully.”

“Of course,” he says, nuzzling his cheek next to mine. 

“Do women on the palace tour often stand at the reception balcony and scream out your name?”

“No.” He lets out a hearty laugh. “I am rarely in the vicinity of the palace tours. But, one time, I was walking in the rose garden with my mother. We heard someone yell my name, and when I turned, there was this girl. She was dressed in red, and her blonde hair was in a long braid, and even though we were some distance apart—”

“You locked eyes and shared a moment. After a few seconds, you broke the connection, waved to our group, and then continued with your mother to an area of the garden that was hidden from my view.”

“That was you?” he says dreamily. “It all makes sense now.”

“What does?”

“Why I was so drawn to you when we met at the tailor’s. I had been waiting for you. It’s why no other girls had ever felt right. Because you had me spellbound.”

“No.” I let out a chuckle. “I think that happened after the love potion.”

“Lee, you must not make light of our attraction,” he says seriously, “nor the fact that destiny felt compelled to bring us together in that way as opposed to a meet set up on your part.”

“Today, when we went on the balcony, I remembered,” I tell him, my eyes filling with tears in the same way they did earlier. “For the first time, I had a memory about my mother that didn’t end with her being shot because all I could think about was the way seeing you then had made my heart beat faster, just like it does now.”

He holds my gaze and then passionately kisses me, for words are not able to convey the depth of our feelings. 






MISSION:DAY THREE




Something soft brushes against my cheek.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” is whispered in my ear. 

I smile at the sound of a familiar voice and roll toward it, slowly lifting my lids, until I realize it is not Lorenzo waking me but rather Daniel, who is sitting on the bed.

“What are you doing in here? Where is Lorenzo?”

“He had a meeting this morning with, I don’t know, the Italian Minister of Global Affairs.” He gives me a dismissive wave. “You know how Enzo is. Always dashing off for something of grave importance. Now, me, I would never leave a bed you were in. Especially when you are naked.”

“I am not naked, Daniel,” I reply, sliding the strap of my nightgown back onto my shoulder and sitting up. 

“So, you’re sleeping together, but you still haven’t slept together?” I open my mouth to speak, but Daniel raises his hand up. “I know; no comment.”

“Why are you in my room again?” I ask. 

“It’s Lorenzo’s room. I’m in your room. And had you slept there, I guarantee you would have woken up naked.”

I roll my tired eyes in his direction and then slide back under the covers, snuggling my face into the pillow that smells of Lorenzo. Last night, our physical relationship progressed, but Lorenzo showed an incredible amount of restraint and managed to fend me off before we crossed that line.

I close my eyes as a broad smile spreads across my face. 

“Oh, come on. Stop with the dreamy look,” Daniel complains. “Enzo stopped by and asked us to make sure you were up in time for your museum tour.”

“What time is it?”

“Nine.”

“I suppose I’d better get up then. My tour is at ten.”

“And then you and Ari are going to Florence, right?”

“Yes, as soon as your meeting is over.”

“Why don’t I come to Florence with you, and then you can come to Omaha with me?”

“Because I’m going to London next.”

“As long as you don’t go back to Montrovia,” he states.

“Give it a rest, Daniel. Please.”

“Look, I couldn’t get into it on the phone, but our government believes a terrorist attack is imminent.”

“In London?”

“No, silly. In Montrovia.”

“Does Lorenzo know about this?” I ask, suddenly feeling very worried. “When is it supposed to take place?” What if I don’t figure this all out before it’s too late?

“You’re not supposed to know this. Hell, I’m not even supposed to know this, but during the Cold War, Russia created a series of suitcase nukes.”

“Everyone knows about them,” I say, rolling my eyes. “Jack Bauer hunted them for most of a TV season.”

“Well, what you might not know is that the United States and their NATO allies were seriously worried about the threats. If the other side had launched nukes at us, our government would have had to choose between defeat or launching a counterattack, which would have killed hundreds of millions of people. They needed something a little less devastating. So, Special Forces from each branch of the military started carrying backpack nukes that would allow them to parachute or scuba dive into areas behind enemy lines to take out smaller strategic targets. Fortunately, they were never needed.”

“Okay?” I say, wanting him to just get to the point already. “How does that affect us now?”

“A cache of those weapons in Eastern Europe has gone missing.”

“How many is in a cache?”

“In this case, there are eight. Enough to devastate a country such as Montrovia.”

“Do you really think that’s the plan? Seems like a terrorist group would want to hit a bigger country.”

“Control Montrovia, and you can control the world,” Daniel says flippantly.

“What do you mean?” I say, unable to hide my reaction.

“I have no idea really. It’s just what I was told. My father must believe the source is reliable because he’s been threatening not to let me attend the Olympics.”

“But you must!”

“I know!” Daniel says, grinning at me. “But promise me, if I don’t go, you don’t go.”

“Daniel, if your dad is worried enough not to let you go, no one should be going.”

“At least we agree on something.” He flashes a dimple at me and then looks at his clock. “You’d better get out of bed. You don’t have much time left.”

“Hand me my robe, will you?”

“It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before.”

“I’m not naked,” I repeat as I get up with a sigh, grabbing the robe as I make my way into the bathroom. 

Daniel follows me. 

“Do I at least get a kiss for luck?”

I lean in and give him a peck on the cheek. 

“You’re wicked,” he says, smacking me on the butt and then taking off. “I’d better see you in the stands in Omaha, cheering for me, or I will be utterly devastated and fail to make the cut. I wouldn’t want the guilt of that hanging over your head.”




I hurry to get ready, purposefully choosing to dress more touristy than Huntley Von Allister would. I pull my hair back into a ponytail, rush to get a taxi, and tell the driver that I’m late. 

Along the way, I decide covert agencies should hire Roman taxi drivers to teach their aggressive driving classes because the man is brilliant, getting me there with six and a half minutes to spare. 

I give him a generous tip and then take a moment to enjoy the beauty surrounding me. Set amid an immense park, the Galleria Borghese’s exterior consists of symmetrical jutting structures connected by a portico. It is decorated with both reliefs and sculptures and features a grandiose staircase. 

As I make my way up it, I find Intrepid waiting for me.

“When you’re around, it’s never good news,” I tease as he greets me with air kisses. 

“We’ll talk about that when we are through with the tour. How are you feeling?”

“Shiny and new again,” I lie. My shoulder is still a bit sore, but I choose to ignore the pain.

“I’ve been through the photos, and I have been updated on everything so far. What do you expect the significance of this tour is?”

“Um, I have no idea, or I wouldn’t be here. But I will tell you the same thing I told Ari when we went on the castle tour. Join me, but don’t talk to me. If I do remember something and you interrupt, it will be gone. And I think we both want me to remember. Also, after the tour, I have something to tell you that Ari doesn’t know about.”

“Are you keeping secrets from your brother?” 

“No, just haven’t had the opportunity to tell him with his super-secret meeting today.”

“You almost sound jealous.”

“I might be.”

The tour guide greets us and asks if we’ve ever visited before. I tell her no before Intrepid can reply. I hadn’t been here before I came with my mother. I do know that much. 

The moment we enter the first gallery, we are greeted by not only a beautiful marble floor, but also interesting architecture, bas-relief, fresco ceilings, and paintings of the masters of the Renaissance, like Raphael. 

“The Galleria Borghese started as a private villa used only to hold garden parties and to impress society with Cardinal Borghese’s significant art collection. The cardinal, who was the nephew of a pope, was lavished with money and power. Back then, the only way to view these masterpieces was by being invited to one of his parties.”

Our tour guide continues to regale us with the history of the time, making us feel like we are living in it. I’m enthralled with the stories of rivalries between the painters and sculptors who worked there. We see a statue of Pauline Bonaparte by Canova, busts of the cardinal, as well as works by the masters Bernini, Caravaggio, Rubens, and Cellini. 

One of my favorite parts of the tour takes place upstairs as our guide shows us the bedroom that the pope supposedly slept in when he visited, and that is filled with nude paintings. I flash back to myself giggling about that. 

Most of the pieces I recognize, but I’m not sure if it’s from the studying I did at Blackwood or from my memory. I’m especially impressed with the Bernini pieces, like Apollo and Daphne and The Kidnapping of Persephone.

When we are almost through with the tour, our guide says, “And this, Bernini sculpted when he was merely twenty.”

“What’s it called?” Intrepid asks. 

“Aeneas, Anchises, and Ascanius Fleeing Troy,” I reply. “It’s a scene from the legendary founding of Rome.”

“I thought Rome was founded by Romulus and Remus?” Intrepid asks. “And one of them killed the other or something.”

“Romulus killed Remus,” I say, “so he could rule and named the country after himself. But this is a different version. Have you ever read the twelve-book-long epic poem Aeneid by Virgil?”

“Uh, that would be a negatory,” he states. “I take it, you have. Give me the condensed version.”

“The hero in this Bernini sculpture is the buff one, Aeneas, who was a Trojan prince and the son of Venus. He is depicted as fleeing Troy with his young son and elderly father. The poem is about him, and much like other literary works from this time period, the hero goes through many trials and tribulations. He escapes Troy as it is burning and then sails in search of a new place to live. 

“There are parallels between this work and the Odyssey and Iliad by Homer. The first six books are stories about Aeneas and the survivors facing trials in a style similar to what Odysseus does in the Odyssey. Supposedly, Aeneas of Troy was both the founder of Rome as well as an ancestor of Romulus and Remus. 

“But then other legends say Rome was really named after a woman, Roma, who was on the ship with Aeneas. When they ended up on the banks of the Tiber River, she led the other women in the burning of the ships to strand them there.”

“Probably sick of being stuck on a ship!” Intrepid hoots, wrapping his arm around me and causing the tour guide to study us more closely.

“Are you father and daughter?” she asks politely.

“He’s my uncle,” I say, but I can tell by the look on her face that she assumes we must be having an affair.

Intrepid abruptly ends the tour, thanking our guide and then leading me out the garden. “Talk,” he says as he takes a seat on a bench.

“I know that sculpture particularly well. That leads me to believe it was a highlight of the tour, but I’m having a hard time figuring out what it has to do with her death.”

“It’s not supposed to relate to her death,” he says simply. “It’s supposed to do with something that starts with Montrovia and ends the world as we know it.”

I throw my hands up in the air. This is fruitless. “Well then, someone is going to bring a Trojan Horse to Montrovia. Montrovia will fall, and the world will soon follow, but a few of the survivors will sail away—in this case, probably on their yachts—until the women they are with force them to land somewhere and create a great new civilization.”

Intrepid doesn’t say anything in response, just nods toward our tour guide, who is making her way toward us, offering up a picnic basket, blanket, and bottle of Prosecco that must come with our tour.

He obviously read the guide’s expression when I said he was my uncle because the second she sets the basket down, he wraps an arm around my waist, pulls me close, and gives me a charming smile. “Perfect timing. I’m ready to have you all to myself. Let’s go find somewhere private, shall we?”

I try not to giggle, but it slips out anyway. Even though, when studying the great spy, I admit to having a few fantasies about him, that idea seems ridiculous now. He’s too real. Too much of a father figure. And too endearing to consider anything of a sexual nature with him. I realize the giggle probably fits the role I’m playing though and decide to go with it. I playfully slap his arm, nuzzle myself into his neck, and whisper something unintelligible, which will ensure the tour guide will remember our slightly scandalous behavior rather than our interest in a particular sculpture.

He quickly leads me down a path and to an idyllic spot under a shade tree where he spreads out the blanket, going through the motions of pretending to care about it all. 

“Last night, I went out on my own. To a restaurant where my mother and I had been when we were in Rome. She left me to dine there alone one evening while she sat at a nearby fountain and watched something. She left a coded message at the restaurant where it was pinned to the wall in the kitchen ever since.”

“What did it say?” he asks, pouring us each a glass of bubbly.

“Seemingly random words. Arcadia, Lorenzo the Magnificent, Giuliano Medici, The Society, Trojan Horse, Harrison McClellan, and John F. Hillford Sr.”

“Any idea how they are related?”

“Not really other than the former president is the one who ordered the hit on her, so he was probably deeply involved in whatever she discovered. And McClellan owns—”

“The world’s largest biotech firm and started the conspiracy-theory-ridden World Seed Vault.”

“Correct.”

“While this is all really fascinating,” he says, “we have a crisis that I need your help with. I have no idea if it relates to Montrovia, but we have to deal with it regardless.”

“Are you talking about the missing nuclear backpacks?”

His eyes get huge. “How do you know?”

“It helps, being friends with the president’s son.”

“Your brother tells me the two of you have planned a quick trip to Florence today but that you will head to London first thing tomorrow morning.”

“That’s correct. So, you have all these people holed up in a Montrovian safe house, trying to break the case; have they discovered anything useful?”

“We have to deal with the current threat first,” he says seriously.

“And how are we going to do that?”

“We’re going to a birthday party, and I need you to get us an invite.”

“Whose birthday is it?” I ask. 

“Your old pal Wesley Windsor.” 

“And what does he have to do with a nuclear bomb?”

“Nothing, but the party room next door to his just happens to be holding an event for someone who might have something to do with it.” He takes a sip of wine. “Bring something very sexy to wear. With this man, you will need it.”

I have barely agreed before he has the picnic thrown into the trash and is dragging me across the lawn. 

When he drops me off at my hotel, he reiterates, “It’s imperative that we get an invitation.”

“We?” I ask.

“Yes, your brother and I will be there with you. See you in London,” he says and then ditches me.




When I arrive back at my hotel suite, I find Malcolm and Aleksandr in the living room instead of my brother.

“We’d like to speak with you, Huntley,” Malcolm says. “Please sit down.”

I give them a defiant stare, cross my arms in front of my chest, and remain standing, trying my best to emulate how I think my father would have reacted.

“Look, we’re sorry about last night. It was rude of us to ask you to leave in the middle of dinner,” Malcolm says, “but you must understand our predicament. We’re bound by certain rules.”

“Which you have already broken by telling me about the group and how it related to my father,” I reply.

“Yes, and we hope it is a conversation you will keep to yourself,” Aleksandr adds.

I nod, indicating that I will, which is a complete lie. If I find out the organization had anything to do with my mother’s death, I will not rest until it is destroyed regardless of their affiliation.

“We do have some news to share that does not breach that confidence. I told you that I would find out who was responsible for the death of our late president.”

“And you have discovered that?” I ask, interested to know if he found out the truth.

“Yes, it was the work of an assassin known as The Priest. What I’m about to tell you is classified, but I want you to understand the kind of man the government is up against here.” 

“Okay,” I reply, taking a seat and listening.

“Six years ago, the assassin killed a female CIA agent and her husband. The man was killed in a car bombing, and the woman was shot point-blank in her home,” Malcolm says, causing my throat to go dry and making me wonder if they know the truth about me.

I keep my eyes trained on them, as I should during a conversation of this nature, but my mind is running through different scenarios of how I’ll escape and if I will have to kill my father’s friends to do so. 

“She had a young daughter whose body was never recovered,” Aleksandr says, his voice cracking with compassion. 

“That’s horrible,” I manage to get out. 

“Yes, it is,” Malcolm agrees. “But the CIA covered it up, and if you ever looked their names up in the newspapers, you would think they were just a normal family who died in a tragic motor vehicle accident. A hit-and-run, presumably caused by a drunk driver.”

“Needless to say,” Aleksandr says, “the American government took this hard. John F. Hillford Senior was president at the time and ordered a Special Forces team to take out the assassin once and for all.”

“They determined where he lived and bombed his house. He was presumed dead for the past six years,” Malcolm continues. “Until the former president’s son, Jack, was assassinated. It turns out, the assassin survived the assault and was looking for revenge.”

I want to tell them that they have it all wrong. That Hillford ordered the hit because of what my mother knew. But I can’t. 

“I’m glad they figured out who did it. The story in the papers didn’t make a lot of sense. And attacking another country for one man’s sins maybe doesn’t make sense either.”


“Know that our government will not rest until this man is dead,” Malcolm says. “But what I wanted you to be aware of is, they believe this assassin is also behind the kidnapping of Lorenzo as well as the death of Clarice Vallenta.”

“And the car bomb?”

“Probably him as well,” Aleksandr states. 

“And do you think he’s still trying to kill Lorenzo?” I ask, trying to make myself look scared.

“They assume, after the failed attempt, he went into hiding,” Malcolm says. “I think, for the time being, you are safe.”

I let out a sigh. “That’s a relief.”

“Yes, it is. We are thrilled to have a piece of Ares back in our life, so to speak. And we would have hated it if you had gotten blown up.”

“I think I would have hated that, too,” I say solemnly. 

Although their information is incorrect, probably given to them from Mike Burnes himself, their frankness is touching. 

“What is it?” Aleksandr asks when he notices the tears forming in my eyes.

“I’m just really grateful that you both have been so kind to me. You’ve made me feel … almost like I have a family. I’m sorry for the way I behaved at dinner last night, too. You offered to petition The Society for me, and I told you not to.”


“To spite your father?” Aleksandr wonders.

“Yeah, pretty much.”

“Have you changed your mind?” Malcolm asks. “We will meet again here in Rome, as usual, in early August. Maybe, if we work our magic, you can attend that meeting with us.”

“Can I ask you a serious question first?”

“Of course.”

“You’ve piqued my interest in the group by the fact that my father was intrigued by it and that it has roots based in a deep history. And I will admit, I might have read a few conspiracy theories about such groups.”

“Like the Illuminati, the Rosicrucians, or the Freemasons?” Malcolm asks. “I would be willing to bet you found no conspiracy theories about The Society in particular.”

“You’re right; I didn’t.”

“That should be an indication of the level of secrecy the group has maintained throughout its history,” Malcolm states, raising an eyebrow at me and leaning back into his chair.

I glance nervously back and forth between the two men, pretending to be trying to figure it all out. Well, actually, I am I trying to figure it all out. Just not in the way they suspect.

“We’re messing with you, Huntley,” Aleksandr says a few moments later, a broad smile playing across his face. “No conspiracy theories because there are no conspiracies. Just a desire to gently guide our world for the greater good.” 

“I appreciate your offer to petition the group, but I think, for now, I’ll let my brother work on guiding the world. I’m afraid I would have no idea where to take it.”

“Not many people do,” he says. “You’re still young. You’ll get there.”

“Thank you. One more question. This assassin guy. Like, it’s awesome our government is looking for him and all, but an assassin by definition kills for money. So, instead of looking for the guy who pulled the trigger, shouldn’t they be looking for the guy who paid him?”

“I would assume it is their top priority.” Malcolm studies my unusually casual attire. “You are very shrewd, Huntley, much like your father. Something makeup and designer clothing can’t disguise.”

They both get up, give me endearing hugs, and then leave. 

A moment later, Ari walks through the door.

“Let’s go,” he says. “We have a chopper waiting for us.”

“But that means we won’t get to talk,” I tell him.

“There will be plenty of time for that later.”
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The assassin known as The Priest is being kept in a safe house with a group of people, and it doesn’t bode well with him. It’s not that the people here aren’t all extremely talented at what they do, but he worries, the second he is of no use, they will attempt to kill him. He knows no one in the assembled group is to be underestimated. 

The admiral is formidable in stance, and it’s evident that he didn’t get to the top of the Montrovian military just because of his friendship with their late king. The young assassin, Josh, who trained with Huntley looks relatively harmless, but based on her skills alone, one should assume that he is not. The tech nerd, Terrance, has a brilliant mind and a surprisingly well-toned physique, but he is clearly in love with the hacker, Olivia, which could be used against him. The British spy has come and gone, but considering he’s completed at least twenty high-profile assassinations on British soil, he doesn’t expect they will ever be best friends. His own friend, The Bartender, loves being part of the group, of feeling like he’s back in the action. While it excites him, it wears on The Priest. He just wants to get his son and go back to his life as a simple real estate agent, who only works on occasion. 

The man he fears the most is the Mossad agent, for they are trained to be ruthless. He’s been trying to remember if he has ever killed someone important to Israel. He’s hoping for his own sake that he has not. 

The group is all in a tizzy, working on something to do with stolen nuclear weapons, and that really is the cause of his irritation. He needs to help Huntley figure out why he was paid to kill her mother, save the world if need be, and find a new home for himself and his son.

He’s contemplating where that might be when The Bartender yells out, “We just got something. An instant message for you, Henri.”

He drags himself off the couch and stands behind The Bartender’s chair, reading the screen. 




What the hell were you thinking, setting off a car bomb in the middle of London? We hired you for a single hit. Not only have you failed, but you also failed for all the world to see. But, fortunately for you, this plays into our hand. We will seek no retribution if you answer one question truthfully.




He gently pushes his friend off the chair, so he can sit in front of the computer and type.

As he places his hands on the keyboard, Olivia and Terrance yell out, “Wait!”

“Wait for what?” he asks. 

“What are you going to say?”

“I will reply as I should. You do your job to trace them.”

Olivia cracks her knuckles, flicks some switches, and says, “Ready, go!”

So, he types his reply. And what question is that?




Did you assist the former president in his demise?




Yes. 




Then you saved us the trouble. Thirty million is being wired to your account as we speak. It is a pleasure doing business with you. The invoice number on the wire transfer is the receipt number for the baggage storage facility in Heathrow, Terminal 5. The luggage inside contains random clothing so as to pass inspection, but under a false bottom is what appears to be a burner cell phone. Please take it with you wherever you go. Things in the world will be changing soon, and we’d like you to be a part of it. That phone is the key to you—and your son’s—survival. 




You know about my son?




Of course we know about him, just as we knew of his mother. Although we do not know where you have hidden him away. Yet. So, for that, be grateful.




“What does that mean?” Gabriel asks the assassin. 

Before he can reply, the admiral chimes in, “I’m afraid it means that there’s a plan to detonate a nuclear bomb in our beloved country.”
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I grab my handbag, and we make our way downstairs where a black car is idling in front of the hotel. We get in and are transported to a helipad, and then we make the short trip to Florence. 

“What are you wearing?” Ari asks me when we arrive. 

“I call it American Tourist,” I tease, but then my expression turns serious. “I don’t want to deal with people recognizing us right now. So, turn off the spoiled-rich-boy act for today.”

“Okay,” he says. “But it’s a little hard to do when you’re being ferried by chopper.”

The wind from the helicopter whips my hair around, so I quickly braid my ponytail to keep it in place.

We arrive at the Basilica di San Lorenzo after a quick cab ride and are met by a private guide, who takes us in a side entry, allowing us to avoid the long line. 

“I understand you are doing your thesis on Giuliano de’ Medici,” the tour guide says to me after we exchange pleasantries.

I’m not sure what Ari said when he set up the tour, but I go with it. “Yes, specifically the symbolism surrounding his life.”

“Why, that’s quite the interesting topic,” he states, closely studying me. “What inspired that choice, if I may ask?”

I decide to reply with the real reason I am here. “Years ago, my mother brought me here while on vacation. She was thoroughly enthralled with the history.”

“Do you remember me?” he asks. “You look much like your mother. And you are even wearing your hair in a braid like you did that day.”

I squint my eyes at him, suddenly remembering a dark, damp tunnel. “You took us somewhere, a place off-limits to most.”

“Very good,” he says. 

“I was only twelve at the time,” I say with a sigh, lowering my head. “You have no idea how much it means to me that I ended up in your care today. My mother passed right after our trip. I think that’s what drove me to become so obsessed.”

“And this is your brother?” he asks, carefully eyeing Ari.

I string my arm through his in a show of solidarity. “We’re twins actually. While my mother and I toured museums and churches across Italy, he and my father were off hunting, fishing, or camping.” I bite my lip in supposed nervousness. “It would mean the world to us if you could take us on the same tour as you did back then.”

“Very well,” he says. “We will start with the tomb of Giuliano de’ Medici.”

“Wait,” Ari says. “Lorenzo the Magnificent was from the Medici family. Does that mean they were related?”

“Very good,” I say to him and then turn to the guide. “We were in Montrovia recently and toured all the relevant historical sites in their capitol.”

The guide smiles at Ari. “Lorenzo and Giuliano weren’t simply related. They were brothers. Lorenzo was given land by his father and named the Duke of Vallenta while his brother ruled Florence.”

“And, sadly, died here,” I add.

“Yes,” the guide says, “it was quite tragic. Giuliano was assassinated during mass at the Duomo in Florence. Apparently, there was a plot, later called the Pazzi conspiracy, where a bank manager with the last name of Pazzi plotted to assassinate Giuliano in order to oust the Medici family from power. Although the assassination succeeded, the attempted coup failed, and most of conspirators were caught and subsequently hanged. The entire Pazzi family was banished from Florence, their names were erased from public record, and all of their property and land were confiscated.”

He leads us to the ornate nave where Giuliano’s remains are today. 

“I read that Michelangelo was commissioned to make his tomb as well as his brother’s in Montrovia.”

“That’s correct, but what you see here isn’t the original crypt. Years later, one of the Medici popes wanted to combine the tombs of his family members into this nave. This is the result of that.”

“It’s incredible,” Ari says, taking it all in.

“The sculpture is made up of numerous types of men, each portraying a different role—the reflective man, the active man. There is Day and Night as well as Dusk and Dawn—” the guide says, continuing to ramble on.

“I don’t see it,” I finally say, interrupting him.

“Ah, I wondered if you would remember,” he says to me. “Are you interested in the mark your mother was looking for?”

“Yes, we are. Is it on the original tomb? Is that what we went down into the crypts to see?”

“It is.” He grins. 

“It’s so massive on Lorenzo the Magnificent’s,” Ari says. 

“Seek and ye shall find,” the guide says mysteriously.

“What do you mean?” Ari asks him.

But I know the answer. “Only those who know to look for it will find it.”

“Yes, just like the underground society he created. Come this way. I will show you.”

He leads us through the nave, across the marble floor, past numerous masterpieces, and to a door that is so short, even I have to duck to get through it. 

“What do you see?” my mother asked me.

I touch the scrolled iron base of a candleholder mounted on the wall, realizing each one that lines the tunnel we are in features the same symbol we saw in Montrovia.

“Ari, it’s everywhere,” I say to him, pointing it out.




After a few twists and turns, we end up in a circular room. 

“Looks like the kind of place where the Knights of the Round Table would have met,” Ari says with a grin. He’s doing a good job of pretending to be interested.

“That’s because they did,” the guide says. “Not the actual knights, but the symbolism is the same. Because there is not a head of the table, everyone who was invited to sit here was considered to have equal status. The Renaissance was a period of rebirth. A cultural movement with a surge of interest in scholarship and thought, learning and wisdom, art and science. 

“The brothers’ underground society was created in an attempt to continue the period that they so loved. Earlier, we discussed the Pazzi conspiracy, which was basically a coup. This was something the brothers tried to avoid, hoping to do so by bringing those with power together for the greater good of their world.”

The guide moves through the room and to an alcove where a crypt worthy of a knight is laid. Across the top of it, in tree branches rather than the scrolls of the torch holders, is the same symbol. 

“What’s with all the trees?” Ari asks. “They were on Lorenzo the Magnificent’s, too.”

“Ah, well,” the guide says, looking directly at me, “care to take a guess as to why that is?”

“Because the idea of an idyllic society was taking root,” I answer. “It was seen in many art forms during the time period.”

“Arcadia,” the guide says, nodding his head and causing Ari to choke on his spit and have a little coughing attack.

“Thank you so much for bringing us down here,” I tell the guide.

“It has been my pleasure. Would you like to leave through the church entrance or out the back exit as the underground members once must have?”

“The back, for sure.” I give him a conspiratorial grin before following him through what feels like a maze. 

Soon, sunlight and a set of stairs leading upward become visible. 

“One more question for my research,” I say. “Do you think their underground society still exists today?”

“Your mother asked the same question, so I will answer in the same way. I believe that it does.”

“Honestly, that is what has kept me so intrigued all these years. It’s why I chose to write my thesis about it. Unfortunately, I need proof of its existence to include it, so my professor doesn’t deduct marks for not citing proper references. So far, that has eluded me. While many other secret societies seem to have stood the test of time, it appears that the brothers’ group wasn’t one of them.”

“Just because it appears not to have survived doesn’t mean it has not,” the man states.




“So, you were at a meeting of The Society today,” I say to Ari as we walk to where the helicopter awaits to take us back to Rome. “What did you learn? Anything underhanded going on?”

“Uh, no. Not at all. Daniel and Peter acted like they were being forced to attend a college lecture. Lorenzo, Viktor, and I were more interested. It reminded me of a think tank that discussed global issues. Today’s meeting focused specifically on the population crisis facing the world. It was interesting to see the statistics of our exponential growth and to understand that, if we don’t enact change, we will hit critical mass and trigger our own extinction event. I mean, that would pretty much suck.”

“You do realize that the Great Culling is one of the conspiracy theories included in the locket. What if The Society decides to take matters into their own hands by reducing the population?”

“With a nuclear backpack?” He chuckles. 

I give him a smack on the arm, but in doing so, I end up causing pain in my still-not-quite-healed shoulder. “That’d be one way. You could hide out in your society-suggested underground vault where you could live for a couple of years on caviar and fine wine alone. Then, once the radiation decreases, you can use your gold to help start a New World Order.”

“I think I’d rather die in the bombing,” he says with a grin. “Okay, enough conspiracy-theory talk. No offense to your mother, but this seems like a wild goose chase through history.”

“I guess she was smarter than we are.”

“Whatever,” he says dismissively. “I need to get you back to Rome. Lorenzo wants to take you to dinner.”




Once at the hotel, I make my way to Lorenzo’s suite. 

“I love coming home to you,” I say as he pulls me into his arms and greets me with the kind of kiss you give someone when you haven’t seen them for weeks and were desperate to see them again.

“And my day has just gotten brighter. I would love to take you to my favorite restaurant in all of Rome. The views are incredible, and the food is divine.” 

“That sounds like the perfect way to end my day.”

He glances at his watch. “Would it be possible for us to leave within the hour? I want to watch the sun set over Rome with my love while I recite Keats poetry to her and forget about the pressures of the real world.”

“You know Keats died young, right? Maybe, with the whole nuke scare, we shouldn’t recite him tonight,” I tease as I run my hands across his shoulders, finding them tight from the stress of the day. “I don’t want to add to your tension, but—”

He moves across the room and pours himself a drink then takes a seat in a nearby chair. “You get ten minutes of real-world talk, and then the rest of the night is about romance.”

Part of me wishes we could just forget about the real world. My mind flits back to one of my first days at Blackwood Academy. 

Rule number one: Never get emotionally attached because that makes you—and them—vulnerable. 

Lorenzo, his monarchy, and his country are being threatened from sources unknown, and somehow, the two of us are mixed up in it, making both of us vulnerable regardless of our emotions. I tell myself that it has nothing to do with love. But I know better. 

I close my eyes as memories flood my brain. 

The look in my mother’s eyes when she saw me behind the assassin, the panic in my father’s when he realized the car was going to explode, Daniel and Peter lying on the ground, not moving.

I take a seat on Lorenzo’s lap, wrapping my arms around him in a comforting hug. One that I hope conveys that, regardless of what I was taught, love is the only thing that drives me. 

“Tell me about it,” I say, caressing his cheek.

“I assume you are acquainted with the terrorism threat advisory level in the United States. We’ve just put in motion plans for a similar system. Something that has never been considered in Montrovia’s history. It is not the way I wanted to start my reign.”

“Lorenzo, surely, your country couldn’t hope to host an event like the Olympics and not have to worry about what is going on in the real world—about the threat from terrorism.”

“Yes, there are plans in place, of course.” He hesitates.

“What?”

“Some have been very vocal behind the scenes about my ability to rule. As if threats to our country are my doing. If you recall, the Montrovian Parliament oversees the day-to-day operations of the country, but the king rules and controls the military. It’s been suggested that it might be time to tweak our governmental structure, giving Parliament more power.”

“That’s bullshit,” I blurt out.

Lorenzo kisses me. “My thoughts exactly.”

“Not that I’m suggesting anything underhanded, but I do happen to know a couple of pretty good assassins. One who is in your great debt for taking care of his son and the other who is madly in love with you.”

Lorenzo laughs as he moves closer, nuzzling his head onto my shoulder, sharing the weight of his burden. “You always know how to make me feel better, Lee.”

I kiss the side of his face and then whisper in his ear, “I’m going to put on a simple dress, and then we are going to walk hand in hand through the streets of Rome. No security. Just you and me.”

“You’re always chewing me out for not being properly guarded,” he says, surprised I would suggest such a thing. 

“That means we’re going to have to sneak out.”

“A little espionage,” he says, giving me a smirk.

“Yes, but you still must quote me poetry.”

“Deal,” he says, sealing it with a kiss. “I will let my guards know that I am retiring for the evening.”

I hop up. “And I’m going to take a peek at your wardrobe. See what I can put together for your incognito look.”

“Will it be all black?”

“It’s summer in Italy. Definitely not.”

While he is on his phone with Juan, I set out a pair of dark jeans, a white undershirt, and a lightweight blue cashmere V-neck along with brown loafers. While he sometimes dresses casually during the day, he’s typically much more polished for an evening out. 

I then rush to get freshened up. I leave my hair pulled back in a braid, freshen my makeup, quickly change into a simple cotton dress and ballerina flats, and then go steal a flat cap from Ari’s room.

When I get back into Lorenzo’s suite, he’s already dressed. 

“Don’t you look adorably casual?” he says, twirling me around in a way that causes my full skirt to spin out around me. 

“And hopefully less recognizable.” I place the hat on his head. “But just in case.”

He looks at himself in the mirror and laughs. “It’s brilliant. Now, where are you taking me?”

“I have no idea, which is the point. But I thought the top of the Spanish Steps for sunset would be a good place to start.”

He holds out his arm. “Shall we then?”

“Yeah, but we’re not going out the front door.”

I take him down the service stairs and out the fire exit to an alley, and then I link my arm through his elbow and lead the way. 

“First stop is gelato,” I say, veering into the first store I find along the way.

“Dessert before dinner? How dangerous of you.” His lips graze my ear. “I adore it.”

“That’s because we’re being bad,” I tease as we order. 

We take our dessert, eating as we wander down the street to the Spanish Steps where people are gathering for the same reason we are.

“There are a lot of people here,” Lorenzo notes as we make our way to the top, finding a place to stand so that we can lean on the railing. “Isn’t that amazing?”

“I know. All of us are here to witness the beauty of the end of the day.”

He gently takes my face in his hands. “It’s fitting since you are the beauty at the end of my day.”

“Ah, now, you’re just sweet-talking me,” I say as I press my lips against his. 

We kiss, cuddle, feed each other gelato, and enjoy the moment. The sun goes down, and the sky starts to darken, so we head back down the steps, discussing the colors that blazed across the sky. 

As we turn the corner to walk past the Keats-Shelley House, an old woman touches my arm. I assume she wants to sell me something, as there are numerous vendors hawking roses and other trinkets near the stairs, but then I realize she is blind and is neither selling or begging.

A split second later, she pulls her hand off my arm like she received a jolt of electricity and then speaks in Italian, telling me, “I see things others do not. Your heart is your most dangerous weapon as well as your greatest weakness. Wield it wisely.”

I stand there, staring at her, not sure what to say. How could she possibly know? I take a wad of euros out of my purse, slip it in her pocket, and gently pat her hand. “Grazie mille.” 

“Did that old woman just quote you Keats?” Lorenzo asks as I quickly lead us away from her. 

I’m a little freaked out by what she said because it’s like she read my mind. I know love is my greatest weakness. Particularly the love for the man I talked into sneaking out with me tonight. 

“No,” I reply, trying not to stutter on my words. “Keats said, Love is my religion. I could die for it.”

“I’d die for you,” he says, causing me to stop in my tracks. 

“Don’t say that. Please.” I start to breathe heavily.

“Why? What’s wrong?”

I put a smile on my face even though I’m still shaken. “Nothing. She just caught me off guard.”

“I was worried you might put her in a strangle hold just for touching you.”

I can’t help but laugh as I stand on my tiptoes to give him a kiss. “Don’t think that didn’t cross my mind.” I point to a little café off the beaten path. “What do you think about that? It has only four tables outside.”

“And a view of an alley. I bought out an entire restaurant, so we could dine alone tonight. Although we are late, I’m sure the view of the city lights are equally delightful.”

“Lorenzo, you should have told me!”

“I was having too much fun, running around Rome with you. Thank you for helping me forget about the pressures of my country for a few precious moments.”

I look down at my dress. “Do we need to go back to the hotel and change first?”

“Absolutely not.”




We trek up a hill, making me glad that I’m not wearing heels, and to the restaurant. Lorenzo was right about the view. It’s stunning. After being greeted by the staff, we make our way around the windows, checking out the view from each perspective before taking our seats. 

While we’re waiting for the champagne he ordered, he slides his hand under the hem of my dress, letting it creep up my thigh until stopping suddenly.

He clears his throat and then whispers in my ear, “Do you have a gun holstered under your dress, or are you feeling a little kinky tonight?”

“I don’t need a gun, Lorenzo. But I wasn’t going to risk taking you out in public by myself without one as backup.”

“You are always thinking. I love that about you. Now, tell me what that woman said to you.”

“Just the ramblings of an old woman. Something about love. I’ve already forgotten it,” I lie. 

“I do have some bad news,” Lorenzo says, taking my hand in his. “I can’t accompany you to London, as I hoped. I must get back to my country before I don’t have control over it anymore.”

“That’s not going to happen, Lorenzo. I’m going to make sure of it. I promise.”

“And do you also promise you will join me on Sunday to meet with my mother and announce our courtship?”

“There’s nowhere else I’d rather be,” I tell him. 






MISSION:DAY FOUR   




Our dinner lasted late into the night, and I barely remember Lorenzo kissing me good-bye when he left early this morning. A glance at my phone tells me I slept in until nine. 

I have a text from Ari, telling me that we need to leave for the airport at ten. I get up, get myself ready, and shoot off a quick text to Wesley.




Me:  Heard you are celebrating your birthday tonight. I think my invitation must have gotten lost in the mail.




Wesley:  She’ll be there.




Me:  Your girlfriend? Well, I would assume so. It’s your birthday.




Wesley:  It could be awkward. 




Me:  :(




He doesn’t immediately respond, so I set my phone down. He and I both know all I have to do is text one of his friends, and I’ll have an invite in seconds. 




Wesley:  We seriously didn’t do anything? 




Me:  Seriously. I know that your friends think it’s hilarious, but it crushed my ego a little.




Wesley:  Oh, bullocks. Now, you are just blowing smoke up my arse.




Me:  If you need a play-by-play to ease your guilt, here it is. We shared a few kisses—no tongue—mostly in celebration due to my winning at roulette. We flirted, drank a lot, and then left together. It went downhill from there. But it worked out well for me actually. Lorenzo was extremely jealous. 




Wesley:  Will he be accompanying you to the party?




Me:  Aw, I get to come. <3




Wesley:  Was there ever any doubt? Just be warned, my sister will be there. I’ll forward you the details. 




Me:  Wait until you see your present.




Wesley:  As long as you don’t jump out of a bloody cake naked, it’s all good. 




Me:  Darn it, there goes my brilliant plan. Guess I’ll have to go shopping instead.




Wesley:  Wait, what?!




Me:  See you tonight. And happy birthday, Wesley!
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When Ari and I are boarding our flight to London, I notice him shove a phone I’ve never seen before into his backpack. 

“What’s that?”

“Oh, nothing,” he says.

“Ari.”

“It’s just a phone.”

“I know it’s just a phone, but you already have a phone. One that is highly encrypted. For a reason.”

“This one is encrypted, too,” he says. 

I make a little huffing noise and gesture at him in a way that lets him know in no uncertain terms that I need a better explanation.

“I got it at the meeting. Everyone in The Society gets a phone like this. You don’t have to worry about it. They have their own satellite.”

“Why can’t they call you on your own phone?”

“I asked the same thing. Security. They say their encryption can’t be hacked.” He laughs and shows me the bottom of the phone. On it is the distinctive Von Allister logo. “It’s how they communicate with us.”

“About what?”

“You know I’m not supposed to tell you this stuff.”

“Okay, that’s fine,” I say, grabbing the phone out of his backpack, powering it off, and then removing the SIM card. 

“You do realize that they could be eavesdropping on every conversation you have. If you continue with the phone, we’ll have to start traveling apart for our missions. I prefer not to have my every move tracked by The Society.”

“They aren’t listening to us,” he scoffs, but then he purses his lips, and I can tell he’s finally thinking it all through. “They told us that it’s their emergency response system. If something dangerous happens in the world, say a terror attack, they will notify everyone and check on the safety of their members. It goes the other way, too. Like, if you ever need help, they will be there for you.”

“Do they know about the backpacks?”

“If they do, they haven’t told the group. Do you really think The Society is bad?”

“Our mother was looking into the history of the group before she was killed. I’d say that’s a pretty good indication that things aren’t all on the up and up. When you were at the meeting, did you notice anyone special? Like, in other secret societies, there’s a hierarchical system. You have to earn their trust and work your way to the upper echelon. Has anyone mentioned it to you? There’s got to be a governing body of some sort, elected or chosen.”

“The trustees,” he says. “They are the elders in the group. Their role is imparting wisdom, choosing the relevant topics for each meeting, group organization—things like that.”

“And who controls the phones?” I ask, raising an eyebrow at him.

“I don’t know the answer to that. I assume the trustees.”

“How many of them are there? Did you meet any? Did they meet privately while you were there?”

“Malcolm Prescott is a trustee. They were getting together later today to discuss topics for our next meeting.”

“Ari! Why didn’t you stay and spy on them? You’re supposed to find stuff out. Our father was part of the group, and everyone goes on about how brilliant he was and how he questioned everything. You won’t get in trouble by asking. They will find it endearing; they won’t think you are interrogating them.”

“Look, you’re just going to have to trust me on this. There is nothing sinister going on in this group.”

“When is the next meeting?”

“That’s the other thing the phone is for,” he says. “If I don’t keep the phone on, we won’t know where it is or anything else they know.”

“It could blow our cover,” I argue. 

“We don’t have a cover!” he yells back. “We are Huntley and Ari Von Allister. Period. You need to start acting like it.”

“Oh, that’s it? You find out you really are the heir to billions and get invited to some ritzy all-boys’ club, and now, you’re too good for the rest of it? Fine. I’ll let Black X know you’re out and that I can’t work with you anymore. I’d appreciate your discretion regarding the matter. I’d hate to have to kill my own brother.”

“You’d kill me?” he asks, getting in my face. 

“There are bigger things at stake here than just you and me.”

“Right, it’s all about you and Lorenzo now.”

“My feelings for him have nothing to do with what’s going on in the world. And he is in fact my mission.”

“I met with Intrepid this morning,” he says, “and before you ask, I did not take The Society phone with me. He told me about your visit to the museum. How it was as much of a dead end as the rest of the photos your mother sent you. He has real intel on this nuclear situation that we have to act on. You need to get your head in the game now and out of the past. Who gives a shit right now about the Trojan War?”

“It’s not the Trojan War,” I mumble. “It’s what led to it.” I hold my hand up, so he won’t speak, and I close my eyes. 

“What’s the big deal about this statue other than it was very brave of him to rescue his dad and son?” I asked our tour guide.

“It’s not just about the statue. It’s what happened before that’s so incredible—how they won.”

“How they won?” I asked, intrigued.

“The Greeks and the Trojans had been waging war for quite some time. Even with the help of the gods, the Greeks couldn’t overtake the Trojans. Legend says that Odysseus came up with the idea of building a great wooden horse, hiding their elite force inside it, and then fooling the Trojans into bringing it into the city as a trophy—proof that they had defeated the Greeks. The Greeks dropped off the horse, which was the emblem of the city of Troy, and then pretended to desert the war. They left behind one man, who persuaded the Trojans that the horse was an offering to the goddess of war, Athena, and should be accepted. Once the horse was inside the gates, the soldiers waited until nightfall, emerged from the horse, opened the gates, and let in the Greek army.”

“So, they tricked them,” my mom said, smiling at me.

“Yes,” the tour guide said. 

“So, when they talk about a Trojan horse virus on the computer—” my mom added.

“It comes from this?” I said.

“Exactly. Trojan horse now refers to subversion introduced from the outside.”

“I’m the Trojan horse,” I stutter, realization hitting me. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Black X built the perfect Trojan horse. Me. Well, us. We’re intended to undermine The Society and destroy it from within.”

“I think you’re wrong about that. Trojan horse was one of the words on your mom’s list. We weren’t there then.”

I sigh, knowing he’s right. Merde.

He pats my back. “I’m in this with you. Don’t ever question that, okay?”

“What do you think the Trojan horse on my mom’s list means?” I ask, nodding in agreement.

“By process of elimination, we know that Lorenzo the Magnificent and his brother, Giuliano, created The Society and dreamed of Arcadia. It’s possible that the goal of the original Society was to create a perfect world. Their idea of Arcadia, now that I think about it, is sort of what The Society still thinks today. They want to guide the world to keep it great.”

“Great is different than perfect and idyllic.”

“True,” he says. “So, that means your mom either thought The Society had a Trojan horse plan or that one of the men listed was a Trojan horse planted in The Society to bring it down from the inside. I think we can presume now that person was not the former president since he ordered the hit on your mother.”

“So, that leaves us with Harrison McClellan.”

“Either he’s on our side or both men were in cahoots.”

“Wait! The Trojan horse could have been Alessandro, right? He was going to bring down Montrovia from the inside, just like Ophelia had planned.”

Ari’s expression goes from stunned to thoughtful and ends with agreement. “I think you’re right. Your mom buried the dollar bill. That was the clue.” He nods some more. “Yes. I think we’ve figured it out.”

“Well, we still don’t know how they will do it now. But I’d say, besides Marquis Dupree, we need to get to know everything we can about Harrison McClellan.”

“Agreed. But, first, we have to go see some jewelry. Who knows? Maybe there is a clue there.”

“Ari, you know there is.”

He gives me a cat-ate-the-canary grin and shrugs.




Upon arrival in London, we are met by our old friend William Gallagher, otherwise known as Intrepid. 

“Did you get the invite?” is the first thing out of his mouth.

“Yes, of course,” I tell him, glancing down at the invitation I received while we were in the air. “Tonight. Six o’clock.”

“Perfect. I have a car waiting to take us to the museum.”

“We enjoyed the ride in your plane as well,” I say with a grin. “Speaking of that, Ari, we’re going to buy one of our own.”

“What?”

“I want a plane and pilot on call twenty-four/seven. Actually, never mind. I’ll set it up myself. Let’s go see what I can remember.”

While we’re in the car, I send a text to Lorenzo. 




Me:  Just wanted to let you know that we’ve arrived in London. Question: How hard is it to purchase a plane and find a pilot/crew I could pay well enough to be on call twenty-four/seven? 




I let out a little sigh when I see his name instantly pop up along with the little dots that indicate he’s typing his reply. I know I should change his title to The King. Or Lorenzo. Or use an adorable nickname. 

I close my eyes and take a deep breath. It’s been just thirty-five days since I was sent on my first mission. Seventeen days since M was killed. Eleven days since I agreed to a formal courtship with Lorenzo. And exactly 2,218 days since my mom died. The time line is crazy when I think about it. All that time. You’d think, after the Alessandro plan didn’t work, that the idea would have died along with him. He’s dead, my mom and dad are dead, Ares Von Allister is dead, the former president and his son are dead along with Lorenzo’s father, uncle, and two cousins; anyone who knew me at Blackwood; and Ari’s family.




The Prince:  I would be happy to arrange that for you. I’m well acquainted with numerous well-trained Montrovian pilots, and although most people do love my fair country, there are a few who have lost big at our Royal Casino and given us payment in forms other than cash. There is a particularly beautiful all-black Bombardier in our collection that I was considering for myself. 




Me:  Does that mean it could immediately fly to London and wait for me? I can wire you the money.




The Prince:  The setup of this plane is highly customized, and you might not like it. It has fewer seats for travelers and features a private bedroom. Due to the modifications, it will only carry ten, but it has a most luxurious cabin and even features a solid-gold bathroom sink. Why don’t I offer you a test flight? When you return, you can decide if it is the mode of transport for you. 




Me:  Thank you.




The Prince:  Do you need a plane on standby so that you can return in time for our meeting?




Me:  I promised to be there, Lorenzo. I will do everything in my power to keep my promise.




The Prince:  Now, you have me worried. I was told tonight was only about surveillance.




Me:  And that’s exactly what it is.




The Prince:  Regardless, be safe, my love.  
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Gallagher tries to take me in a side door upon arrival at the museum. It’s obvious that he set things up in advance. 

“I have someone meeting us.”

“You can go in that way,” Ari steps in and says, “but we need to go through the front door, like she did back then.”

Intrepid looks slightly irritated but takes it in stride. “I will meet you inside.”

Ari wraps his arm around my shoulders, giving me his usual pep talk. “Okay, you can do this. Open your mind.”

I smile at him and walk ahead, somehow knowing which way to go without a map.

I ignore the beautiful marble entry, going straight to the stairs instead, taking them up to the third floor, crossing a catwalk featuring marble balustrades and overlooking the Medieval and Renaissance architectural displays under a beautiful barrel-vaulted ceiling supported by elaborately carved support columns. Past iron ornate ironwork, more Renaissance pieces, and down another hall. 

Very quickly, I’m outside the William and Judith Bollinger Gallery, searching for the No Pictures sign, but finding it to be gone. Apparently, photos are now allowed.

“I bet I can do it,” I told my mom. 

“Do what?”

“Take a photo in there,” I whispered.

But, when we got inside, there were so many beautiful and sparkling pieces that it was hard to know where to look first. I started at the artistic spiral display of jeweled rings, highlighting the progression of hardness in gemstones, starting with the diamond and ending with the pearl. 

“There are a lot of docents in this exhibit,” I whispered to my mom. “If someone tries to take a photo, they are right there, reminding them not to. Why do you think it’s not allowed?”

“I would assume because of the high value of the collection.”

“So, should I try or not?”

“Depends on if you see something you like enough,” she teased, pulling on my braid. 

I grab a brochure and read some of the highlights. There are over three thousand pieces of jewelry housed here, covering over three thousand years’ worth of history, and it is one of the most comprehensive collections in existence. 

I make my way around the room, realizing that it reminds me of the Montrovian Royal Vault. Only the exhibits are more contemporary, and the lighting is more exquisite. It’s a shame really. All that beautiful jewelry hidden away for only one family to enjoy. 

Soon, I find myself enthralled with a ruby-and-diamond spray that looks much like a little corsage. The placard tells me it was worn formerly in the Russian Crown Jewels, but I remember my mother telling me that it had been worn by Catherine the Great and that the profusion of precious gems she wore outdid every court in all of Europe. I also remember taking a stealth photo of this very piece and then searching for my mother amid the other tourists. 

“I got it,” I whispered, finding her close to the entrance. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“I did. See this green ring here?” she said, turning to face me with a grin. 

But then her eyes fill with fear, and a perfectly round hole forms in her forehead. 

“I’m ready to go now,” I tell Ari, grabbing his arm and dragging him out of the exhibit. 

“Are you okay?” he asks. 

“Yep, I’m fine. We’re looking for a green ring. It’s all I can remember. What I’d like now is to check in to a luxurious hotel and take a bath before the party.”

“I’m afraid you have other plans,” Intrepid says, stalking up from behind us. “Your team is assembled, awaiting our arrival.”
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We’re driven from the museum to the same house where I was prepped for my last mission, and I learn that my team is only Dr. Kate.

“How are you two?” she asks us like she hasn’t see us in forever, following the question with tight hugs. 

Ari and I share a glance, wondering when we all became best friends. But when Intrepid comes in behind us, and you can practically feel the sexual tension in the air.

“I have a gift for you,” Intrepid says, causing Dr. Kate to look quite excited until he goes to the front door and opens it, revealing The Bartender.

“I’m so glad my instincts were right about you,” The Bartender says, coming over to slap me on the back in greeting. “Thank you for what you did.”

“You’re welcome. I heard you’ve been helping out with things.”

“Yes, I worked on the brief about the man you will be meeting tonight.”

“You know him?” I’m surprised by this and trying to fit the pieces in the puzzle. 

“Yes, we did business together. Things that weren’t religious,” he replies, meaning that it had nothing to do with the assassin known as The Priest. “But then he got into something big, quickly rising in the ranks of organized crime.”

“Why don’t we take a seat before we get into all this?” Dr. Kate offers, moving us to the dining room where food has been laid out on the table and a flat screen is hanging over the buffet.

“Will Kate be here?” I ask her.

“No, Kate’s at the safe house in Montrovia, making sure they have everything they need logistically and running your social media accounts.” She turns to speak to everyone, “Please grab something to eat, and then we’ll get started.”

Intrepid slides around her to get to the head of the table, his hands lingering a little longer on her hips than appropriate, before addressing us, “The British government knows an attack is imminent but has no indication of when or where. What we do know is that we have eight missing nuclear backpacks from a cache in Eastern Europe. We also believe that the nukes are in London as we speak. Thus, the serious concern for the safety of our citizens.”

“I remember learning that Russia had similar briefcases during the Cold War and have seen them featured in movies,” Ari says, “but it’s my understanding that they don’t do much damage.”

“Compared to, say, the US Minuteman III, that is true,” Dr. Kate replies, clicking a few keys on her laptop and causing a map to populate the screen. “If a warhead of that size ever hit London, we’d be looking at half a million fatalities with over a million injuries—and that doesn’t include the aftereffects of the nuclear fallout. While the backpack nukes are much smaller, each of the bombs will kill about fifteen hundred and injure another two thousand. Times that by eight, and we’re looking at twelve thousand dead with another sixteen thousand injured—once again, not including fallout. To put that into perspective, around three thousand were killed in the 9/11 attacks on the United States. Aside from the environmental effects, the financial effects would be devastating. After 9/11, the New York Stock Exchange and the NASDAQ market stayed closed for six days in an attempt to stop a massive crash. In the five days that followed their reopening, it’s estimated that over a trillion dollars in value was lost.”

“Okay, got it,” Ari concedes. “Backpack nukes equal bad news.”

“What do they look like exactly?” I ask. 

Dr. Kate hands the remote control to Intrepid, cooing, “Here, William.”

He ignores her flirtatiousness and stays in business mode, bringing up a photo of what looks like a military duffel. “Each one weighs around a hundred pounds. If that’s how they plan to detonate them.”

“Is there another way?” I wonder.

“I’ll be honest; I don’t really understand the technicalities of this, but the nuclear material could be used to make an improvised device, which could be much larger—possibly SUV-sized.”

“Which would significantly raise the death toll,” Dr. Kate says somberly.

“Your target tonight, Huntley,” Intrepid says, “is this man. Sebastian Worthington.” He flashes a photo on the wall. “Five foot eleven, forty-nine years of age, hazel eyes, and walks with a slight limp from being shot in the knee.”

“Who shot him?”

“An angry customer when a deal went bad,” The Bartender says.

“So, why don’t you just go raid his office and home?”

“Because we don’t have the proof we need. It’s a long shot really. But it’s what we’ve been tasked with. Similar missions will take other covert teams into the lives of our top ten suspects. Those we believe to have the connection and pipeline to handle something such as this. All the missions are deemed reconnaissance only. But the reason I chose this man for us is because there is a very thin thread connecting him with Marquis Dupree.”


“And what thread is that?” Ari asks.

“We have never been able to tie Marquis Dupree to the dirty underworld, but we’ve been hearing buzz from a few sources in organized crime that Worthington just might be the man Dupree uses for the illicit side of his pharmaceutical business. Worthington trades drugs, weapons, and currency, depending on your needs, often in the same deal. Our source indicated that something big just came through his pipeline. It’s not much to go on honestly. And the fact that his party is next door to someone we know is a lucky break. If Dupree was in on the hiring of the assassin, which the Moneyman indicated under extreme duress, then our cases could be colliding here. If they do, this is the team I want on it. Just because the bombs are in London doesn’t mean they are going to stay here. We know that something is going to start in Montrovia. Considering that one big event starting soon is the Olympics, which hosts athletes from nearly every country in the world—”

“It would definitely have worldwide ramifications,” Ari agrees.

“I don’t think so,” I say without thought.

“Why do you say that?” The Bartender asks me. “It makes sense.”

“Because I don’t think they would destroy Montrovia in that way. It’s perfect now. Our father thought so. Arcadia is perfection. If Arcadia is the goal, they wouldn’t cause an environmental catastrophe that would have long-lasting effects.”

Intrepid shakes his head, not wanting to have a theoretical discussion. “Fine. We have no idea what they are going to do with the bombs or where they will detonate them, but at this point, it really doesn’t matter. We need to find them and stop it. It’s imperative, Huntley, that you make contact and get the man alone, preferably getting an invite to his home. We need access to his laptop and cell phone.”

“You had access to the Moneyman’s electronic devices. Have you found anything useful there?” I ask. “Will getting those items be enough?”

“A large portion is encrypted, and we’re having trouble breaking through,” The Bartender states. “What we were able to find were obsessive files about each of his girls, and once we have it all compiled, we’ll be giving it to the proper authorities. We believe the information will help break down much of the sex trafficking in London.”

“Thank you,” I say, giving him a fist bump. “It needs to be stopped completely.”

“The team has been working around the clock,” he says proudly. 

“All right,” Intrepid says, “I think that’s it. Dr. Kate has acquired suitable attire for us.” He turns to The Bartender. “You may speak with Huntley in private now.”

Everyone files out of the room, leaving us alone, but it’s not good enough for The Bartender. 

“Come with me,” he says, leading me out to the garden where he takes a seat on a bench. 

I sit down next to him. “Am I in trouble?” I ask, feeling a little like I’ve been sent to the dean’s office.

“No, I just wanted to give you this in person. I wasn’t sure who knew about it.” He hands me my father’s watch. “The first thing I did was take it apart and remove the tracking device.”

I wrap it around my wrist and fasten it. “Thank you.”

“I secretly made a couple of modifications. It now takes pictures, records video in the dark, and has a built-in GPS jammer, which is illegal in most countries. Be sure to turn that function off before you fly,” he says with a laugh. 

“All that and the darts?”

“Yes,” he says. “But only midnight darts from now on. Things are going to get more dangerous for you as you move up the chain. Although Henri and I are working with the British agent, our alliance falls only with you. Do you understand?”

“I do. But you two had better not hurt anyone I care about, including Intrepid, or I’ll hunt you down myself. And, this time, I won’t care about Chauncey being an orphan.” 

He reverently bows his head and leaves through the gate. 
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We’ve barely stepped foot in the party when the British lads, who seem to have already had quite a few pints, noisily fawn over our presence as we exchange hugs and kisses. 

“I will never in my life forget how you made the birthday boy ride in the limo with you when we could literally see the casino,” the redhead says, laughing hysterically.

“It was the shoes!” I counter as Wesley joins us. “Happy birthday!” 

He gives me a rakish grin, and then he wraps his arms around me and gives me a sloppy kiss on the lips. 

I’m still in his arms and laughing when a tall, thin girl with long, dark hair and an irritated look sticks her hand out. 

“I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Wesley’s girlfriend.”

“Do you have a first name?” I ask politely. 

Wesley is still all over me, clearly inebriated, making it a tad awkward.

“It’s Jodi,” she replies curtly.

I hold out one hand while holding her boyfriend upright with the other. “And I’m Huntley.”

“We met Huntley and her brother in Montrovia and became lifelong mates,” the redhead tells Jodi. 

Jodi’s face goes from irritated to angry, the tops of her ears turning red. “So, you’re the slag?”

I look at the boys in confusion. “I’m afraid I don’t know what that means, but it doesn’t sound good.” I push Wesley toward her. “Here, why don’t you deal with your sloshed boyfriend? He’s a little too hands-on for my liking right now.”

This gets Wesley’s attention and, thankfully, his hand off my ass. “Jodi. Jodi. Jodi. It’s my party. Have some fun or”—he turns to his buddies and yells—“off with your head.”

“Off with your head,” his buddies chant in unison and then immediately slam their pints.

“Drinking game,” one of them tells me when I raise my eyebrow.

I slide over next to the redhead and then prop the birthday boy against him. 

“I don’t recall your name on the guest list,” the girl continues, not backing down. 

I realize she’s been hitting the sauce, too. Clearly, they were pre-partying, something I don’t have the time to deal with.

“I invited her!” Wesley yells out, causing his chums to clink glasses and drink again. 

They all start talking about how they can’t wait to go back to Montrovia, how they need a boys’ weekend, and how they are going to win big at the casino.

“Huntley,” the redhead says, straightening himself to stand tall and proper, “if I come back to Montrovia, I would like to request a sail on His Majesty’s royal yacht.”

To which all the boys agree, holding up their glasses and drinking more, this time toasting me. 

I can’t help but laugh. They are incorrigible. “I think I can arrange that.”

“And how are you going to do that?” Jodi snarls.

“’Cause she’s dating the man who owns it,” the redhead blurts out before I can reply.

“Prince Lorenzo?” the girl asks.

“He’s the king now, but yeah.” 

She holds her arms across her chest. “I don’t believe you.”

I breathe out of my nose, like a bull ready to charge. Huntley’s done being nice. I’m tempted to give her a tranquilizer dart just so she doesn’t ruin Wesley’s party before I remember I only have midnight darts. I decide to make my point in a different way. I simply make a call. 

When Lorenzo answers, he says, “Your plane has just arrived in London and is awaiting you at the airport we always use.”

“You are the sweetest,” I tell him. “Thank you. But the reason I called is because I’m at Wesley Windsor’s birthday party.”

“I hate that guy,” Lorenzo says. 

I ignore his comment and say pointedly, “I knew you’d want to wish him the best. I’m putting you on speaker. Say hi to Lorenzo, everyone!”

There are more cheers.


“Many happy regards for your birthday, Wesley. It was a pleasure to have you in my country,” Lorenzo says diplomatically but then adds, “Next time you visit, may you win back some of the money you lost.” His voice softens. “I miss you, Huntley.”

I quickly take the phone off speaker and say good-bye. Wesley’s little sister, Isla, and her friends are watching me and appear to be swooning over Lorenzo’s sweet words.

Intrepid comes to my side and hands me a tumbler. I take a sip of the fizzy drink, hoping it is spiked. Who knew a friend’s birthday party could be more stressful than a mission?

“Worried about getting drunk and taken advantage of, William?” I tease when I realize it has no alcohol. “Where did Ari go? I swear, he ditched me the second he got to the party.”

Intrepid points toward the bar where Ari is watching the neighboring room like a hawk. 

“That boy has definitely not learned the subtle art of surveillance yet.” 

“I should probably go tell him that,” Intrepid says, “but I thought I should come save you from the jealous girlfriend first.”

“You can save me anytime—wait. Isn’t that him?” I switch my position, putting my back to the room across the hall so that Intrepid has a good line of sight.

“Make your move,” he says. “Remember, your only goal is to get a date. His men are armed, so if they won’t let you in, don’t push it. Maybe you should—”

“Go to the bathroom, pretend to be drunk, and slip into their party room by mistake?”

“You read minds, too?”

“One of my many skills,” I say, going to the bar for a glass of champagne. 




A few minutes later, I take my drink to the bathroom, swaying as I walk down the hall. 

I touch up my lipstick, dump the glass out in the sink, and then wander into the target’s private room. Ignoring the glares from the beefy men guarding the door, I teeter my way straight to the bar where I put my hand on my target’s forearm in an attempt to balance myself.

I give him a goofy, drunken smile and slur, “I’m Huntley. I don’t think we’ve met yet.” I turn to the bar, setting my empty glass on it. “More champagne, please,” I say to the bartender. “Actually, maybe you should just give me the bottle. I’ll share, I promise.”

One of the big men from the door puts his hand on my shoulder. 

I look up at him and smile drunkenly. “Heeey, you’re reeeallly tall.”

“Miss, I’m going to have to ask you—”

Worthington shakes his head at the guard and says to me, “I think you are supposed to be at the party across the hall.”

I scrunch my nose and turn around in confusion, losing my balance in the process. Then I slap my palm to my face in embarrassment. “Oh my gosh. I am so sorry. I totally crashed your party. Don’t mind me. I’ll just be going now.”

The man wraps his hand firmly around my wrist. “Let me introduce myself. I’m Sebastian Worthington, and it just so happens that it’s my birthday, too. Will you stay and have a drink with me?” 

“Uh, sure,” I say, pretending to carefully consider his request.

He turns to the bartender. “Please bring us some vodka from my private reserve.”

“Could I have a glass of water first? I think I did too many toasts. And I haven’t eaten all day, worried I wouldn’t fit into this dress.”

“Where are you from, Huntley?” he asks as he looks me up and down. Mostly down. “You look familiar.”

His focus seems to be on my cleavage, so I puff my chest out in a dramatic sigh.

When his eyes finally make their way back up to my face, he points at me and says, “I know. You were dating Prince Lorenzo when I was in Cap for the Grand Prix.”

“Yes, I was.”

“Is he here with you now?” the man asks, scanning the neighboring party room.

“Uh, no. He’s king now, and I’m just the girl who happened to get kidnapped with him and almost killed.”

“So, no royal wedding?” He chuckles.

“Definitely not,” I say, leaning closer to him. 

“Did he love you and leave you?”

“More like I went from future princess to orphan gold digger in the tabloids, which is kind of ironic, considering I’m worth billions.”

“Billions with a B?” he asks, nearly choking on his drink.

This is the point of my mission where I have to decide how to play him. Even though this is just supposed to be a routine surveillance, I know there’s more on the line. With the backpack nukes in play, I need to figure out how to make him so interested that he will want to take me home tonight.

I still haven’t replied to his billions comment because I need to play this right. And I’m not sure which way to go—the girl who isn’t impressed, the girl who’s up for anything, or the damsel in distress. Based on the amount of security present, I think I’ll try the latter.

The bartender returns, presenting the vodka. While he sets up two shot glasses, I grab the bottle, take a chug of it, and then hand it to my target. 

“Sorry, I need more to drink if you want to talk about my life. Cheers to your birthday and to my old life.”

“Are you upset about having billions?” the man asks, looking perplexed.

“It sounds dumb, I know. People think I’m so lucky, but I don’t feel that way.”

“Why not?”

“My parents were killed in a car accident when I was young. I was sent to boarding school. I was doing fine on my own, and then some lawyer called me and told me that the man I knew as my father wasn’t my biological father and that my real father was some rich dead dude who left me and the brother I never knew I had, like, a gazillion dollars. I quit school, bought some fast cars, and rented a villa in Montrovia. Shit’s been rolling downhill since. 

“So, I’ve come to seek solace in London. I mean, it’s supposed to be a nice place, and it’s got a queen and all. And I’m really excited because I got invited to a party for this cute guy who I might or might not have hooked up with in Montrovia. He’s all happy to see me, but his girlfriend is not. That has led to too much champagne and me clearly being in a downward spiral that will probably find me looking for my knickers in the morning in someplace that I won’t remember going to.”

The man takes the vodka bottle away from me and hands me a glass of water instead. “When you go home with me, I want you to remember every single detail.” 

I smile because this is looking good. He’s already expressed his desire to take me home. 

“You seem so nice,” I purr.

When Worthington trails his finger down my arm, I have to force myself not to shudder. Although not as physically unattractive as the Moneyman, he has ice in his eyes. 

I’m ready to make my move by suggesting we get out of here when I hear a shout as a single gunshot rings out. The target pushes me to the ground and runs behind the bar as a team of eight, wearing black suits and balaclavas to cover their faces moves into the room, taking up strategic locations.

Time seems to slow down. For most people, panic causes a rush of adrenaline and the fight-or-flight instinct kicks in. 

What I notice is that the men aren’t spraying the room to mow everyone down but are shooting with practiced military-like precision, taking down every one of Worthington’s guests in a heartbeat.

I keep my eyes wide and my body still, like I’m frozen in fright, knowing it’s the key to my survival. Part of being well trained is knowing when not to fight. Even I can’t take out a firing squad. 

“Where is he?” one of the gunmen shouts at me.

I slowly point my thumb in the direction of the bar but my target—and, obviously, their target—is gone. 

“Get the backpacks,” their commander orders. 

His men do as they were told, pulling military-green backpacks that appear to be the ones everyone is looking for from underneath the gift table.

I quickly realize that this wasn’t a birthday party but rather the exchange point. That the reason there are eight gunmen when three would have sufficed is because they each need to carry one of the hundred-pound packs. Normally, this would involve an exchange of product for cash, but in this situation it appears that the gunmen are taking the bombs by force and killing anyone with knowledge of them.

“And bring the girl,” the commander says.

When a dark hood is thrown over my head, I allow myself to be hustled downstairs and into a waiting vehicle.

I have no idea where I’m going or what will become of me, but at least I know where the bombs are. 

And right now, I might be the only person capable of stopping a nuclear disaster, which is something none of us anticipated.

The engine roars, and as we pull away, I hear the sound of a bullet hitting the car. 

“Someone is shooting at us,” the driver says, taking a hard right that knocks me into whoever is sitting next to me. He doesn’t feel very tall, but he is solid and doesn’t budge. Of course, he can see where we are going. 

I highly doubt this vehicle holds eight men. More than likely, they were split into two teams, each one taking their backpack with them as a fail-safe. Better half than none. 

That means, even though I could shoot the driver with a midnight dart from my watch, prick the hand of the man to my right with the poisonous tip on my black diamond ring, steal the gun I can feel holstered on the man to my left’s hip while simultaneously elbowing him in the face, and shoot the man in the passenger seat before shooting the man on the left of me with his own gun, I need to find out where the other bombs are. 

But then I realize a normal girl wouldn’t just sit here, plotting their demise. She’d be freaking out. 

“I didn’t know that man,” I whimper. “Please let me go.”

“Don’t lie to us,” the man sitting to my left says, backhanding me and causing my cheek to instantly swell. “Sit there and shut up, or I’ll kill you.”

I do as I was told but make my breathing ragged, like I’m silently sobbing. 

I hear the driver curse in Russian as another bullet strikes the vehicle. Obviously, whoever is chasing us doesn’t know that we’re carrying nuclear bombs and that they should follow discreetly instead—which means, it’s my brother, who doesn’t have a discreet bone in his body.

“Motorbike. On our six,” the passenger says. 

“Are we going to die?” I fake hysterical sob. “Why is everyone shooting at each other?”

My only response is a gust of wind rushing into the vehicle as windows are rolled down. The man to my left grabs the gun from his holster, then leans out the window, and fires.

“Can I take this hoodie thing off?” I beg. “I get carsick if I can’t see where I’m going.”

The man to my right responds by shoving a gun into my side and cursing at me. “We need your boyfriend, and we’re going to use you as collateral.”

The vehicle takes another sharp turn, so I make gagging noises, hoping it will be convincing. 

It’s not.

“I told you, I don’t know that man from the bar. We literally just met. I was tipsy and walked into the wrong party.”


“Yeah, sure ya did,” he says. This man sounds like he’s an American.

I can hear the rev of the motorcycle as it gets close to us again. The man on my left turns all the way around, tells me to duck, and gets what I assume is one of the automatic weapons out of the back. 

“I’ll take care of this asshole once and for all,” he says. 

I know, based on his body movement, that he’s putting the rifle out the window, ready to take aim.

When the driver makes a sharp right, I purposefully flail my side into the shooter, but I’m too late.

“Target down,” he says, pulling the gun inside. “We’re clear.”

The second the words come out of his mouth, the siren that has been wailing in the distance is upon us, causing the driver to swerve wildly as he races down the street. 

“Red light!” the passenger yells out seconds before we are hit from the side, causing the vehicle to skid sideways. But it doesn’t stop us.

It’s obvious, based on the tactical maneuvers the driver is making, that the police are hot on his tail. 

“Take them out!” the driver yells in accented English. “I can’t shake them.”

The men on both sides of me turn around. I hear them shoot out the back window as they fire away. 


There’s a loud bang, a whoosh, and what sounds like a car rolling across the pavement before it comes to a creaky halt. 

More shots are fired in both directions before there are the sounds of tires screeching. A quick turn sends me flying across the seat as we enter a darker area, make seven tight corners, and then emerge back into the light. 

“We’re clear,” the driver says. “Making our way to the drop point.”

Getting to the drop takes about twelve minutes, during which no one says a word; we’re presumably on a highway, as we drive straight the entire time. 

Soon, we turn onto a crunching gravel road, making our way up a long, gently curving drive. 

When we come to a stop, the driver says, “Boss man isn’t going to be happy we lost the target.”

“We got the girl and the backpacks. Hopefully, it’s enough,” the man on my right says as he tightly grips my arm and pulls me out of the vehicle. 

I’m escorted indoors—well, shoved is a better way to describe it. These men are in bad moods. The good news is that the other gunmen are already here, meaning the bombs are all in one place. The bad news is, they just bound my wrists.




“What is this?” a man’s voice bellows. 

He has an authoritative tone, so I’m guessing he’s in charge. The room they’ve brought me into is light-filled and spacious based on the echo. 

I’m dragged forward, and the hood is ripped off with such force, it thrusts my head backward. When it bounces back into place, I see that I am standing in an ornate room in what appears to be a large mansion, staring at none other than Marquis Dupree. 

Holy crap.

It’s easy to pretend to be distressed in this situation, and I’m sure my fake crying in combination with the hood have messed up my perfectly applied makeup. A swollen cheek and numerous cuts and bruises highlight the tumultuous drive here.

“The mission didn’t go exactly as planned, sir,” one of the gunmen says, “but we reacted quickly, retrieved the backpacks, and took out Worthington’s team. Unfortunately, the target escaped. We brought his girlfriend instead.”

“I’m not his girlfriend,” I stress. “I keep trying to tell them that.”

“Silence her,” Dupree says while I run kill scenarios and success rates through my head.

 Fortunately, ordering me to be silenced doesn’t mean shooting me. The man wraps his arm around me while slapping his hand across my face and shoving his gun into my back.

All eight gunmen are present in the room along with Marquis Dupree and me. Each gunman has an automatic rifle slung casually over his shoulder and a pistol holstered on his hip. If the men weren’t armed, escape would be possible, but right now, this is a no-win situation. 

“She’s probably just a prostitute,” the man with his gun in my back says.

“She must be a well-paid one. She had a Black card and ten thousand euros in her bag. Even her name sounds ritzy. Huntley Von Allister.” 

I recognize the man’s voice from the drive here. Obviously, he must have picked up my purse, which I dropped on the way down the stairs in an attempt to leave some kind of breadcrumb trail.

“What did you say?” Marquis Dupree asks incredulously as he stands up and shoots the man who joked about my name in the head along with the one standing next to him, laughing.

The good news is, this ups my odds of survival. 

“Do I know you?” I ask Dupree.

He closely studies me more. “What is your brother’s name?”

“His name is Aristotle Allister Bradford—Von Allister technically.”

Marquis Dupree squeezes his eyes shut and balls up his fist, looking completely pissed off. “What were you thinking? Idiots!” he yells, shooting another man, still shaking his head as he drops dead to the floor. 

One thing is certain; Dupree is a crack shot.

“Why did you take her?” he asks one of his remaining men.

“Because she was with Worthington. When he escaped, we thought we could use her as leverage.”

Dupree moves out from behind his desk and stalks toward me, placing his still-smoking gun against my temple. He gets in my face, spitting as he speaks, “Why were you with Worthington? And I suggest you think very carefully about your answer.”

“I was at the pub for Wesley Windsor’s birthday party. I had too much champagne … because, because”—I start to cry—“Lorenzo is going to marry Lizzie!” The man gives me a confused look, so I keep rambling, “And I went to the bathroom, and when I came back out, I think I got confused and went to the wrong party room. And then I started crying when I realized I was in the wrong room, but the man whose party it was, was nice to me. He told me I was pretty and gave me some vodka. But, when the men with guns came in, he pushed me down and ran behind the bar.”

“You are fools,” Dupree says, shooting two more of his men before shoving the gun back against me. 

The man has killed more than half of his team and hasn’t even broken a sweat. The amazing thing is, the other men, who should be running from the room or firing back, haven’t moved a muscle. This indicates that their boss is not only ruthless, but also has a long reach if crossed. 

Dupree chuckles and shrugs a shoulder at me. “Good help is hard to find.”

“I didn’t know you could just shoot them when they were dumb. I’m new to the whole having-lots-of-money thing.”

My comments make Dupree let out a genuine laugh as he points toward the corner of the room where I spy the eight backpacks lined up across the floor.

“Do you know what those are?” he asks. 

Even though he’s casually speaking to me, he still has the gun firmly planted against my head, and I know, if I say the wrong thing, I’ll be dead. He’s already proven his willingness to pull the trigger.

Part of me wants to play dumb, but I decide to go with the truth, hoping what I say will anger him and make him kill more of his men.

“I heard them talking when they were unloading the truck. They were telling each other to be careful with the nukes. Even though I was scared to death, it made me laugh because we had just been in a shoot-out with someone on a motorcycle and then chased by the police.”

I get the reaction I was hoping for. Dupree pulls the gun from my head and saunters over to the driver of the vehicle I was riding in. 

“Why was I not told of this? You could have led the authorities here!”

“We got away clean, sir,” he says, clicking his boots together and standing straight, as if he were in the military. 

Dupree responds by shooting him as well. Obviously, these men are disposable to him. 

Dupree is using a Glock 19 Gen4 Pistol. You would think the nineteen referred to the number of rounds it holds, but in reality, it refers to the order in which the gun was patented. This magazine holds fifteen rounds plus one in the chamber. Since he’s fired just six times, he still has ten rounds left.

“Did you steal those bombs?” I ask, bringing Dupree’s attention back to me. 

“I had a contract to purchase them, but Worthington got a higher offer and was going to renege.”

“You should probably be more careful with who you deal with,” I quip.

“And you should probably be more careful with whose parties you crash,” he replies.

“I don’t suppose you stole the bombs to keep them out of the hands of terrorists and are going to turn them over to the authorities.” 

Dupree laughs, causing me to sigh. 

“You’re going to kill me, right? Just like you did with your men?”

“Allow me to introduce myself,” he says, waving his gun at me. “I am Marquis Dupree, and I knew your father. He knew how to keep a secret. Do you?” 

“Marquis Dupree. I know your name. You donate millions to children’s charities. Your foundation recently gifted funds to the Von Allister Fund Against Human Trafficking. Even if I told someone about the bombs, let’s face it; no one would believe me. Are you a bad man?”

“History will be the judge of that,” he says. 

“Are you going to blow up London?”

“Not right now. These bombs won’t be used unless needed. They are for what you would call a slight of hand.”

“And then you’re going to rub your hands together with an evil chuckle and take over the world?” I’m completely out of character now, but at this point, I don’t really care. It’s pretty clear I’m not getting out of this one alive.

Dupree laughs again, making me wonder if he’s losing it. 

“You are your father’s daughter,” he says, wrapping his arm around me from behind, pushing me to my knees, and shoving the gun into my temple. “Ares had a fearless curiosity.” 

I was going to use this moment to make a move in an attempt to control the situation, but when his hand flashes by, I’m distracted by the ring on his finger—a green pear-shaped stone with gold scrolling in a design I recognize.

“That’s Lorenzo the Magnificent’s personal crest,” I blurt out.

“Your father had a ring just like it. Do you recognize it?” He doesn’t wait for my reply; he just presses the gun harder against my head. “It’s my own fault really. They said it would work without the devices, but I insisted on a backup plan. When the world goes kaboom, you can quickly get governments’ attention.” He lets out an villainous laugh. “Your passive father would have fully disapproved, and the rest of them will never forgive me for this mess. It’s really too bad you got caught up in it. You were destined to marry Lorenzo and become the Queen of Arcadia while your brother would have taken his rightful place at our table.” 

He’s pushing the pistol against my temple with so much force, it brings tears to my eyes. At least when he pulls the trigger, it will be over fast. 

At Blackwood, they taught me how to prepare for my inevitable demise. How I would feel only a flash of pain if I were lucky enough for it to be over quickly. Or how I would have to block out the pain, trying to leave my body, if it were slow and torturous. What they didn’t tell me was that all I would see in front of me was the man I love. Although they were right about one thing. In the end, we’re all reduced to beggars.


“Please, don’t do this,” I beg.

“I have no choice,” he says, taking a resolved breath. “To Arcadia.”

I slam my eyes shut as the sound of the gun firing fills my ears.
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Ari is hurting but still pacing. He was nicked by a bullet while chasing the SUV and knocked off the motorbike. He’s got serious road rash, two broken fingers, and numerous bruises, but they don’t compare to the pain in his heart. He understands now why Huntley was trained to have no emotional entanglements. He should have been able to stop the men from taking her. He should have stopped their car.

Instead, he lost her. 

He wasn’t armed for the party, only had a Glock 43 subcompact pistol holstered at his ankle for backup.

Because it wasn’t supposed to be that kind of night. 

All they needed was a little reconnaissance. For Huntley to flirt with a man, go home with him, and retrieve information. 

He knows he needs to call Lorenzo and tell him what happened. He knows even Intrepid thinks they’ve lost her. That the men will kill Huntley as soon as they find out she’s not important to Worthington, who somehow managed to escape. 

Intrepid has been trying to rally the entire British intelligence agency into searching for any sign of Huntley, but with the backpacks still in play, it’s not their top priority.

Ari picks his phone off the table, takes a deep breath, and makes the call.

“I was hoping to speak to you in person,” Lorenzo says when he answers. “For I have something important to discuss with you.”

“What do you need?” Ari asks, anything to stall the inevitable. 

“I know it’s old-fashioned of me, but I’m planning to ask for your sister’s hand in marriage, and I would appreciate your blessing.”

“You can have my blessing if we find her,” Ari blurts out, feeling sick to his stomach. 

“What happened? She told me it was just an intelligence gathering.”

“It was, but then men burst into the pub, and it turned into a shoot-out.”

“Are you talking about the terror attack at the pub in London? The one on television where they are reporting eighteen dead?”

“Yes, that one.” Ari gulps. “It wasn’t a terrorist attack but rather a team of men with automatic weapons. A turf war or a drug deal gone bad, we assume.”

“And those are the men who have Huntley?”

“Yes, they kidnapped her. The man we were targeting managed to slip away. Huntley was speaking to him at the time, and we think they assumed she was his girlfriend. She was the only woman in the room at the time.”

“And what about the high-speed chase with the authorities?” Lorenzo asks, watching the live coverage of the aftermath on a London news channel. “So, you’re saying, if she managed to survive a bullet-ridden, high-speed chase and a car crash, they will probably kill her when they discover she’s not who they think she is?”

“Basically, yes.”

“She can handle herself quite well,” Lorenzo argues, as if saying it will make it true.

“It’s her against eight armed men. No one is that good.”

“Chances of survival?” Lorenzo dares to ask, but Ari can’t say anything. He can’t speak the words. “You are working under the assumption that she’s already dead?”

“Intrepid wants to at least be able to recover her body,” Ari says, defeated. 

“Was she wearing the necklace I’d recently given her?”

“The golden heart?” Ari asks. “Yes, she was.”

“It has a tracking device in it, if she didn’t take it out.”

“Can you pull up the program and see what it says?”

“Uh, yes. Give me a moment.” He puts Ari on speakerphone and then yells for Juan, quickly explaining the situation. Together, they open the program on Juan’s iPad.

“We have a last location,” Juan says, “but then it’s like she disappeared.”

“You mean, she stopped moving?” Ari asks.

“No, I’d say there was some kind of equipment malfunction,” Juan replies, “or they entered a countersurveillance zone.”

“How big could the zone be?” Lorenzo asks. “She must be close to her last location.”

“Maybe,” Juan says hopefully. “Ari, I’m texting you the coordinates.”

“Thank you. I’ll let you know anything I find out.”

After the call ends, Lorenzo drops to his knees and prays.
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I open my eyes when I feel Dupree’s grip on me loosen. I touch the side of my head where the gun was a few moments ago, expecting to feel a hole. 

When I don’t, I move my hands in front of my face, looking for blood but finding none. 

I get a glimpse of pooling red in my peripheral vision, making me turn my head to the left, as I quickly put together what just happened. My mind speeds up, knowing there are still two gunmen in the room, both with assault rifles. I assume they are standing there, wondering why Dupree just shot himself instead of me. I’m pretty sure I already know the answer, but it’s the least of my worries right now. The men are well trained and will recover quickly, probably deciding to seize the opportunity to take off with the backpacks and sell them to the highest bidder.

I slam my hands onto the once-pristine white marble floor, causing the spike to pop out of the black diamond ring I’m wearing. With the way my wrists are bound, I can’t quite reach the trigger on my dad’s watch. So, as I stand, I stamp my left foot, popping the blade out of my shoe. 

Then, I scream. 

This seems to take the men out of their trance. One rushes toward his boss to see if he is indeed dead. It’s funny, the tricks your mind can play when you see horror and gore. The man knows without a doubt that Dupree is dead. No one can survive when their brains are literally splattered across the room, but the man bends down, putting his hand on Dupree’s neck, checking for a pulse. I give him a quick jab with my ring. 

He looks up at me, his face quickly frozen in paralysis, and then drops over. 

Dead.

“What the hell?” the other man says, heading toward his fallen comrade. 

When he’s close enough, I kick my leg, roundabout-style, sending the blade sticking out of my shoe across his femoral artery with precision. His first reaction is to cover the wound. When he does, I strike my palm into his face, shattering his nose and sending him falling backward. He tries to reach for his gun, which is now behind him, but his hands are slick with his own blood. 

I pick up the gun that Dupree used to commit suicide and point it at the man. 



“What was Dupree’s plan?” I ask, watching the color drain from his face as he bleeds out. 

“Bombs. Multiple cities. Martial law.”

“What’s the real plan? Come on, don’t you have people you love? People you care about?”

He nods slowly at me, his eyes showing nothing but regret.

And I know how he feels. 

I almost died. And, for the first time in my life, I didn’t want to. 




I slip the ring off Dupree’s finger, find my purse on the floor by one of the dead men, and try to use my phone. For some reason, I have no signal. With the stuff that he was involved in, the house probably has countersurveillance built in.

Fortunately, there’s a landline that I use to call Intrepid. 

While I’m waiting for it to connect, I see a map on Dupree’s desk, marked with eight locations.

“Is my brother dead?” I ask in a monotone voice, feeling like all the emotions have been sucked out of me.

“No, he got nicked with a bullet and crashed the motorcycle, but he’s fine. Where are you?” 

“I think I’m at the home of Marquis Dupree, somewhere outside of London. You’ll find nine dead, the eight nuclear backpacks, and a map marked with eight European locations—none of which are Montrovia.”

“Huntley, are you okay?”

“I’m not dead,” is all I say before hanging up.

I don’t look at the carnage I’m leaving behind. I don’t worry about things like fingerprints or DNA samples. The British government is free to let the world know that the illegitimate nineteen-year-old daughter of reclusive billionaire Ares Von Allister did their work for them. 

I’m not dead, I tell myself again. 

I move through the house, making my way to the garage when I find keys lined on hooks, including one marked as belonging to a Ferrari. 

Pretty fitting for Ares Von Allister’s daughter.




I arrive at the airport, find my plane, ditch the car, and stumble aboard. The small crew of two pilots and a steward greets me. 

I tell them to take off.

We touch down in Montrovia three hours later, and I race to the docks, taking the tunnels into the palace.




Me:  The spotted dog needs his tail wagged.




A few moments later, Lorenzo is in the tunnel, and I’m frantically pulling him to my lips. 

He runs his hands down my face like he can’t believe I’m here. 

“They told me you were probably dead. I have been inconsolable,” he says, holding me close and stroking my hair. 

“I didn’t die,” I repeat the mantra that’s been running through my head from the moment I realized I didn’t get shot. I didn’t die.

“What happened? Ari told me you were kidnapped—”

“It’s a long story, and I’ve tried to keep you out of this side of my life because it hasn’t been pretty.”

“You must tell me.”

I shake my head. “You are all the pretty in my life, Lorenzo. Do you know that?” 

He sits on a bench in the tunnel. I quickly straddle him, deeply kissing him and arousing us both. Then we passionately and frantically consummate our love. 




After, he’s holding me tight and kissing the side of my face. “I want to marry you, Lee.”

“I want to marry you, too,” I say dreamily. 

He’s practically aglow with happiness, but there is a devilish grin on his handsome face as he gets our clothes situated, and then he picks me up and carries me out of the tunnel.

“Where are you taking me?” I laugh.

But he doesn’t reply. Just stops in front of the Royal Vault, presses his hand on the panel, allowing us entry, and sets me down inside. 

“Would you like to pick one?” he asks. 

I shake my head in disbelief.

“Very well then,” he says, taking my face in his hands and kissing me again. “Although I did not plan to consummate our love until after I proposed, you should know that I have been preparing for this moment for quite some time. That afternoon when we dined on my yacht, we were in the midst of the Grand Prix excitement, and the world was moving fast around us, but I only had eyes for you.” 

He gently kisses me, retrieves something from a case, and then comes back to the center of the room, dropping to one knee in front of me. 

“This ring was worn by Montrovia’s Queen Amalia Serafina Vallenta. She lived a long, rich life, and in her journals, she speaks of the love she shared with her king. Although, at that time, most marriages were arranged, her husband, Alberto, met her at a garden party and was smitten. They went on to have six children and loved each other dearly for sixty-three years before Alberto passed. 

“I’ve chosen to give you the ring he gave her because I want that for us. Insomuch as love grows in you, so beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul. When I spoke those words to you, I didn’t realize that your love would become the beauty of my soul. 

“Will you marry me, Lee?”

When the world goes kaboom, keeps playing through my head on repeat. 

“What are you thinking, my sweet?” Lorenzo asks, standing up and taking me into his arms.

Tears fall from my eyes. I close them, wishing I could forget the many things I’d seen and done since I left Blackwood. But, if I did, I’d have to forget the beautiful man standing in front of me.

“My last two missions have been pretty rough on me, both physically and mentally. I was trained to do things a certain way. Specifically, to kill without emotion. But I’ve failed at that, Lorenzo. We didn’t discuss it, but I can’t marry you if you don’t know everything.” 

“Your brother told me not to ask you about it.”

“I was sold to a very bad man.”

“Sold?”

“Yes, by Intrepid in disguise. The man, who we call the Moneyman, bought girls, used them sexually, and kept them in cages. My experience was nothing compared to the horrors those girls had been through. When I was there, one of the girls was killed. Men hurt her, Lorenzo. Badly. Then they threw her dead body in the trash. It upset me, and I took it out on the Moneyman.”

“Did you kill him?”

“Tortured him actually. Not that it took much. He was quite weak. He brokered the deal between The Priest and whomever had hired him. He gave up the name of that man very quickly—Marquis Dupree.”

“I know that name,” Lorenzo says. 

“Billionaire philanthropist who ran a pharmaceutical company. Although British intelligence has suspected him of criminal drug activity for years, they were never close to proving it. 

“The man who was my target for tonight runs an organized crime syndicate that traffics drugs and weapons and is suspected of handling the dirty side of Dupree’s business. I was supposed to simply get the man alone and then steal his phone and computer. 

“Although we thought I was just crashing a simple birthday party, it was actually the exchange point. A team of eight gunmen came in and shot everyone, except for me and my target, who rabbited. The nuclear backpacks were sitting under the gift table. The men took them and me, assuming I was the target’s girlfriend. They put a hood over my head, and I went willingly. I couldn’t let them get away with the nukes. 

“We were involved in a high-speed chase with a motorcycle, which I was pretty sure was being driven by Ari. They were shooting at him and said they took him out. I thought he was dead. But I spoke to Intrepid and know that he’s fine. 

“After that a police car chased us, and another car collided with us, but somehow, they escaped and went to Dupree’s home. He shot most of his own men for screwing up, and then he had a gun to my head. There was nothing I could do.” Tears fall as I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. “When he pulled the trigger, all I could think about was you.”

“He pulled the trigger?”

“Yes, but at the last minute, he moved the gun and killed himself.”

“Huntley, my dear”—he tightly hugs me—“you must have been so afraid.”

“What I felt most was regret. I used to do all this for my mom. Then, it was for myself, but now, it’s all for you. For your country. For our future. You’re the dream that won’t die, and I am very much in love with you, Lorenzo.”

“As I am with you, my darling, thus my proposal.” He holds the ring up between us. “And you haven’t given me an answer yet.”

“That’s because I found this.” I pull out the ring I took off Dupree’s hand and show it to Lorenzo. 

“Where did you get that?” he asks. “I’ve seen a ring like that before.”

“Yes, me, too. The night of the Queen’s Ball. Here. In this very room.” 

Lorenzo leads me to the ring, still holding my hand. He lifts the glass case and takes it out. 

“What do you know about it?” 

“Just that it’s very old,” he says, “but let’s find out for sure.” He retrieves a small leather-bound ledger from underneath the case. “Each piece has its own record. This ring was first worn by Lorenzo the Magnificent, the first king of Montrovia.” He flips a few pages and then says, “This is interesting. It shows all the dates it’s ever been worn. It appears to have been worn by every king since.”

He flips through pages and pages and pages, and when he gets to the last one, he says, “Except for my father. The last entry shows it being worn by my uncle Alessandro twice before he died.”

We both outwardly shiver. 

“That’s exactly how I feel. And it’s why I can’t say yes to your amazing proposal even though marrying you and becoming your wife is something I greatly desire.”

“Why you?” he asks, looking defeated.

“Why me what?” 

“Why do you have to be the one to save the world?”

“Because, if I don’t do it, who will?”

“That’s exactly my point. If our world is going to end, I want to die happily with you in my arms. Say you’ll elope with me now. We’ll go aboard the yacht, and once at sea, the captain will marry us.”

He puts the ring he tried to give me earlier on my finger. A ring with a rich history.

And it looks beautiful. 

I wish I could tell the ring that its happiness will be wasted on me. But I want the fairy tale.

“Yes, Lorenzo, to all of it.”

We’re barely out of the vault when he texts the captain, telling him to rouse his crew. When he ends the call, we run hand-in-hand through the tunnels and down to the docks. 

“We’d like to set out for sea,” Lorenzo tells the captain when we arrive on the boat.

“This is highly unusual,” the captain says. “Where is your security?”

“We are going privately.”

As the crew maneuvers us out of the harbor, we sit on the deck, snuggled up together, sipping champagne.

“I don’t care about the past,” Lorenzo says. “I don’t care about the future. I only care about you and me, right here, right now.” He phones the captain, asking him to report immediately to his stateroom. Lorenzo then stands up and holds out his hand to me. 

I shouldn’t do this. I shouldn’t have strings. I shouldn’t let life interfere. 

But I take his hand and follow him anyway.

Because it already has.




When we get to the stateroom, Lorenzo closes all the blinds.

There’s a knock at the door. The captain peeks his head in and says, “What can I do for you, Your Highness?”

“As captain of this ship, you took an oath to the vessel and to the monarchy as well as signed nondisclosure agreements; is that correct?” Lorenzo asks.

“Yes, sir,” he replies.

“Good, because, no matter the events that take place, you are never to discuss them with anyone. Ever. Do I have your solemn oath?”

The man nods. “Yes, of course.”

“We’d like you to marry us. Here. Now.”

The captain is unable to hide his surprise. “For a wedding to be legal in Montrovian waters, we’ll need two witnesses.”

“We aren’t concerned with the legalities, Captain,” Lorenzo says, squeezing my hand. “This is just for us.”

“Very well,” the captain says. “Take your places, and we will begin.”

He says a few words about the sanctimony of marriage, and when he gets to the vows, Lorenzo tells him that he’d like to say his own.

He looks deeply in my eyes as he speaks, “Whatever our future holds, Lee, you must know that you, and only you, hold my heart. You give my life beauty and joy. You’re like a song, the melody of you playing within every beat of my heart.” When he starts to tear up, I do, too. “I will love you until the end of my days. That is my solemn vow to you.”

He gives me a kiss, which must take the captain by surprise because he goes, “Um …”

We ignore him, our eyes locked, our hands joined. 

“Lorenzo, you see my flaws as strengths. You love me without condition. You have made me feel as carefree as a cloud on an endless summer day. When I first met you, I thought you were easy on the eyes, but it turns out that you’re easy on my heart. I promise you my love for all the days of my life.”

He takes my hand and kisses the engagement ring he put on it earlier. 

“I now pronounce you joined in marriage,” the captain says. “You may—” He stops speaking because Lorenzo sweeps me into his arms, dipping me back for a dramatic kiss.

The second the captain leaves, Lorenzo locks the door and pulls me onto the bed.

What follows is a dizzying array of emotional and physical bliss—truly, the most incredible night of both our lives. 






MISSION:COMPLETE




“I never knew love could be so exquisitely beautiful,” Lorenzo says sweetly, gliding his hand across my cheek when we awaken late in the morning. 

I can see out one of the windows that we are back at the docks. 

“Does that hurt?”

“It all stopped hurting the second your lips touched mine last night.” I give him a long kiss, not wanting to move so that I can bask in the feel of his body tangled up with mine. “You’re my Arcadia,” I tell him. “My utopia. My perfect world—”

I’m interrupted by a knock on the door. 

“I don’t want to bother you, Your Highness, but you might want to turn on the news.”

“I really don’t care what’s happening in the world outside this boat,” Lorenzo says. 

But my senses go on high alert, as I’m worried something bad could be happening this very moment, possibly in his own country, and I find myself reaching for the remote. 

Lorenzo rolls his eyes at me, grabs the remote, and then jumps on top of me, pinning me down. He gives me a naughty smirk and then lowers his head to kiss and tickle my sides, causing me to squeal in delight. 

“I say we stay in bed until our meeting with my mother this afternoon.”

“Sounds good to—” I’m cut off by the sound of another knock. 

“Are you planning to go ashore, or would you prefer to go back out to sea, Your Highness?” the captain asks from the hall.

“What’s going on?” Lorenzo yells out, clearly irritated by the interruption. 

“I’d suggest turning on the news, sir,” he says again. 

This time, I hit the button, flipping on the local news. 

The announcer is brimming with excitement. “As you might have heard, in the aftermath of the tragic event at a London pub, we have incredibly good news coming from the palace this morning. It seems our king has made a big commitment.” 

My mouth drops open, as I wonder how they already know. 

I turn to Lorenzo in question when the announcer continues, “The queen herself announced that her son is now engaged to none other than Lady Elizabeth Palomar. We’ve been promised a press conference with the happy couple later this afternoon. What do you think about this news, Sara?”

“I think it’s utter bullocks, Antonio,” his female partner says. “What about Contessa Huntley Von Allister, whom the king bestowed knighthood upon after the kidnapping. They were recently seen together in London at the Queen’s Cup, looking smitten. So, my question is, what about Huntley?” 

That is my question, too. 

“How could you?” I clutch my stomach and wish Dupree had shot me last night. It would have hurt less than this. 

“Lee—”

“Don’t ever call me that again.” It suddenly dawns on me why Daniel was trying to warn me. “That’s why Lizzie couldn’t go to the Olympics, isn’t it? Because this announcement has been planned.” I take off the ring and chuck it at him, hitting him in the chest. If it had been a bullet, it’d have gone straight through his heart. 

“I swear on my life that I did not know. We must immediately go to my mother and tell her of our engagement,” he says with conviction. But his body language is quite tentative. 

“That’s why you were okay with it not being official last night. Isn’t it?” 

“What? No. I wanted to have that moment for just the two of us. When we marry in the church, it will be a royal affair and televised around the world. Please, come with me.”

“No.” I shake my head. “It’s better this way,” I say, already emotionally retreating. “You should do your press conference with Lizzie.” I run my hand across my swollen cheek. “I think we both know a girl like me could never be your queen in real life.”

“You don't know what I went through, thinking you were dead,” he says.

“And, now, I wish I were,” I reply, pulling my clothes on. “Have fun with whatever starts in Montrovia, Lorenzo, because I won’t be here to see it.”






EPI:LOGUE




A group of men are gathered around a round table via virtual reality. 

The leader has yet to start the emergency meeting when one of the men at the table speaks out of turn, “What the hell happened? This is supposed to be a peaceful initiative.”

“Tell that to the millions who will die.” The man to the left of the leader chuckles. He can’t help it. The man is acting so self-righteous when he already agreed that the population must be controlled—with finality.

The leader presses a button, muting everyone’s communication abilities but his own.

“You know our plan never included nuclear destruction.” He presses the button again, allowing them to speak. “If you have further questions, we can discuss them, but I will not tolerate a lack of respect. That being said, we are working on handling the situation. We have assets on the ground at Dupree’s estate.”

“And what are they telling you?”

“Information is still sketchy, but from what we can gather, it was a business deal gone bad. The authorities are on the scene and have the place locked down, as one would expect when nuclear devices are at play.”

“Why did he even have them?”

“In case we needed additional persuasion for any country that would not comply.”

“If we went nuclear, the destruction to our world would last for years. We’d have nowhere to live.”

“If you have not prepared in the method we have preached, that is on you. The rest of us will live happily in our vaults until Arcadia rises.”

“What about his ring?” a man in the group asks. “He has no heirs.”

“Our rings, many of which have been handed down for generations, are an honor to be bestowed—when the time is right. As always, we will do everything in our power to recover it.”

“Are we still on schedule?” another man asks. “Dupree played a big role in our plan.”

“Of course we are. His role was fulfilled before his demise. Once Montrovia falls, the world will fall,” the leader says, signaling the end of the meeting by raising his cut-crystal glass filled with the rarest of all scotches into the air. “To Arcadia.”
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