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“The great enemy of truth is very often not the lie—deliberate, contrived, and dishonest—but the myth—persistent, persuasive, and unrealistic. Belief in myths allows the comfort of opinion without the discomfort of thought.” 

—John F. Kennedy













PRO:LOGUE




The leader of Black X and The Ghost sit in a smoke-filled room, watching Ari and Huntley as they discover the truth about their birthdays. 

“Are you suggesting that we are really brother and sister, like for real?” Huntley asks.

“Brother and sister? Huntley, if we share the same birthdate and are related, that would make us twins.” Ari stares at Huntley for a beat and then says, “What the hell?”

Huntley looks equally confused but very quickly puts on a smile. “Twins, huh?” she says with a laugh, moving closer to him. “That’s ridiculous. You’re messing with me.” She takes another step forward and runs her fingers through his hair. “I think you’re just pretending not to be attracted to me because of our mission. But you don’t need to. I can handle it.” She gives him the kind of seductive smile that would bring a man to his knees.

“But—” Ari says.

“No buts,” she says, taking him by the hand and leading him out of the kitchen.

“Oh my God,” The Ghost says. “We have to tell them. Can you imagine if they—”

The leader shakes his head and flashes a proud smile. “She’s good.”

“Good at what? Seducing her brother?” 

“She knows we’re watching her. She took all the devices out of her room.”

“I’m glad about that. I don’t need to know about her sex life.” He pauses. “Although I don’t understand why you haven’t put them back. We need to know what she’s doing.”

“What she’s doing, my friend, is good spy craft. Ten bucks says, she leads him to the vault where she knows there are no bugs and not to her bedroom.”

The Ghost presses a few buttons on the computer, pulling up a screen full of views from different areas of the Montrovian villa. 

“Damn, you’re right,” he says, pulling a bill out of his wallet and tossing it on the table. 

The leader grins again. “Pretty impressive, don’t you think? She even fooled you.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he says. He can’t help but grin himself. He’s proud of her, too. “Why didn’t you put cameras in the shelter? I’d like to know what Terrance is up to down there.”

“Terrance is too smart for his own good. We completely lucked out with that one.”

“Lucked out? Our last hacker was killed while trying to track down The Priest. Not very lucky for him.”

The leader takes another puff of his cigar. “It still worked in our favor. His relationship with one of the world’s best hackers could prove to be invaluable going forward. And, to answer your other question, I didn’t put surveillance devices back in her room or in the vault because I want her to feel safe.”

“Feel safe, as opposed to being safe,” The Ghost states, understanding the difference. “Do you think they will find the gold down there?”

The leader shrugs. “In due time. But, for now, I think we need to discuss their next mission.”




MISSION:DAY ONE




I lead Ari out of the kitchen, stopping for a moment in a spot where I know there are no cameras and holding my finger in front of my mouth to shush him. 

He narrows his eyes but keeps quiet as I go straight out to the garage and down to the secret room where we find a red-eyed Terrance at work. 

Once I know we can’t be overheard or seen, I look deeply into Ari’s eyes and allow my fingers to trace his face—a face much like my own. 

“Um, you two need a room?” Terrance jokes.

We ignore his comment, Ari and I both knowing in our hearts that it’s true. We are twins. He’s really my brother. Tears rush to my eyes, quickly filling them, as he wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a tight hug. 

“My mother had two children—twins,” I whisper. “She told me that you looked perfect when you were born but that I was stubborn and didn’t want to come out with you. We were born a full thirty-two minutes apart, and she was worried they would have to do a C-section. It wasn’t until after I was born that they told her you had passed. She didn’t know, Ari. She never would have willingly given you up. And I remember her telling me that they didn’t let her see you. That they told her it would be better that way. Easier on her. That she had a beautiful baby girl. But she always regretted it, Ari. Said she should have insisted. Said it would have given her closure and allowed her to grieve.”

“In the bio I was given about you, your birthday was different, and it said you had been adopted, too.”

“I don’t think so. No. I’m sure she was my real mother. I saw a photo of when she was pregnant.”

“What are you two talking about?” Terrance asks, interrupting our tearful reunion.

“Ari and I share the same birthdate. We’re twins,” I say.

“Twins?” Terrance asks, studying us. “I thought it was just good casting.”

“That’s what we thought, too, but it’s been more than that. We’ve felt comfortable with each other since we met; we just didn’t know why.”

“And Ari never seemed interested in you,” Terrance adds, “which I always thought was weird, since he seems to be into any girl with a pulse. But I don’t get it. If you’re related, does that mean you really are Ares Von Allister’s children?”

I stare at him for a moment, lost in thought, trying to put the pieces together. 

“My parents never told me I was adopted,” Ari says. “I’m not sure if I believe it. Maybe they are manipulating us.”

“They lied to me about your birthdate, too. That’s something that could have blown our covers.”

“Do you think they knew you would figure it out soon enough?” Terrance asks. “And it’s easy to find out if you are related. We just need to do a simple DNA test.”

“We definitely need to do that,” Ari agrees. “Okay, let’s talk this out, starting with my side. All my life, I was told that I was my parents’ biological child.”

“Do you look like them?”

“I guess I never really thought about it,” he says. “But, yes, people would say I looked like my mother. She had the same color hair as me.”

“Did she color her hair?”

“Uh, yeah. Why do you ask?”

“What color was it when it wasn’t dyed?” 

“Darker, I think.”

“Did she purposely dye it a dirty blonde?”

“Maybe.”

“You two, let’s try to stick with the facts,” Terrance says. “Your full birth name, Ari.”

“Aristotle Allister Bradford.”

“Your middle name is Allister?” I ask, shocked. “Like Von Allister? Isn’t that a bit of a coincidence?”

“I never thought of it that way.” He bristles. “But I suppose, in retrospect, yes, it’s a little unusual.”

“Did your parents ever tell you why they named you that?” Terrance asks.

“I think it’s pretty obvious that I was named for the Greek philosopher.”

“Ares was the Greek god of war,” Terrance fires back. 

I’m still trying to take this all in.

“We have to go back to our birth,” I say out loud. 

“What do you mean?”

“Terrance, you once said that my cover goes back to birth. Maybe they aren’t covers. Maybe they are the truth. Maybe that’s why they’re so good.”

“Do you think Ares Von Allister is really your father?”

I nod my head. “As hard as it is to believe, yes. Between Ari’s middle name being Allister, combined with the fact that my mother did have twins, one of whom she was told had died at birth. Look up the name Kelley Bond, Terrance. That’s the name of my mother in my legend. Maybe Cassleberry was my mom’s spy name. Maybe that’s all I was taught.”

“Or maybe you were adopted, like I was,” Ari argues.

“I don’t think so. This all started with her. Her death. That’s when they sent me to Blackwood.”

“You mean, created Blackwood for you,” Terrance counters.

“Whatever. Now, stop stalling and see what you can find out or scoot over and let me try.”

Terrance looks slightly offended and starts clicking away. “Where were you born?” 

“District of Columbia,” Ari and I say at the same time.

“Hospital?”

“Walter Reed,” we reply simultaneously.

Terrance stops, looks over his glasses, and then shakes his head. “Give me a second.” He clicks some more, scowls, and then clicks around again. “Okay, here we go.” He turns the computer toward us. “Here’s your birth certificate, Huntley Penelope Bond. Interesting that there are no Greek references in your name.”

“Actually, there is,” I correct. “Penelope was the wife of the hero Odysseus.”

“Really? I didn’t know that,” Ari says.

“Didn’t you study ancient Roman and Greek literature in school?” I ask him.

“Not really. I take it, you did?”

“Yes. Almost obsessively. It was a huge part of my school curriculum along with the art and history of the Renaissance.”

“Did they tell you why?” Terrance asks.

“Because they wanted covert agents who could mingle with the rich and powerful, who could fit effortlessly into certain social circles. At least, that’s what we were told. Obviously, we all know now that I was lied to.”

“You might have been lied to, but I bet everything they taught you there was deliberate,” Terrance argues.

“So at some point in my career, knowing the difference between a Bernini and a Borromini will matter?” I scoff. 

“I think what he’s saying, Huntley,” Ari interjects, “is that someone planned your schooling in great detail. And they must have had a specific reason for it. Your life and mine were very different. Things changed when your mother was killed. Maybe someone wants revenge as much as you do. I also think your mom was involved in something big, and it’s up to us to figure it out.”

“Our mom,” I say to him. 

The room goes silent for a moment as the reality of that possibility sinks in.

Terrance watches us carefully and then looks at his computer again. “Huntley, your birth certificate shows today as your birthday, and the box is checked that you were a twin. Now, let’s see if we can find Ari’s.” He clicks some more. “Hmm, interesting. I changed the search slightly. A Kelley Bonde, spelled with an E on the end, gave birth to Aristotle Allister Bond. His last name is spelled without the E. Probably just a typo.”

“Doubtful,” I say. 

“There are also adoption papers,” Terrance says, “showing his transfer to the Bradford family.”

“What about me? Do I have adoption papers?”

“I’m not sure. Let me check.” 

While he does more clicking, I notice Ari staring at me. I reach out and put my hand on top of his. 

“Did you ever speak a different language?” he asks me. “Like when you were growing up?”

My eyes get huge. “Yes, my mom always said I had an affinity for language because of it.”

“Do you remember any of the words?”

“A lot of them. Why?”

“I did the same thing. Did you know that twins often speak to each other in a language only they understand?”

“No, I didn’t know that. Tell me something.”

“Eader,” he says. 

I don’t reply. I can’t. I’m instantly overwhelmed. I cover my face with my hand as tears fall. “Why did they split us up, Ari? Why did they tell my mother you’d died?”

“Your mother was a spy. My father was military. Ares was big into all of that, right? Maybe we were placed where we were for a reason.”

Terrance looks up at us again. “What does it mean?”

“What does what mean?” I snap back.

“Eader.” 

“It means sister,” I stutter out. “I can’t believe this.”

“Neither can I,” Ari states numbly.

“Let me see what I can find out about Kelley Bond,” Terrance says. “Give me a few minutes.”

We sit in silence and wait, the gravity of the situation weighing on us both. 

“What about feefer?” Ari asks, trying to kill time. 

“Cat?” I reply, causing him to grin.

“I have to admit, you two are freaking me out a little,” Terrance says. “Okay, so I’ve pulled her address—”

“You mean, she’s alive?” I blurt out. 

“You didn’t let me finish,” Terrance says, getting frustrated. “Tell you what. Why don’t you two work together and see if you can find any clues in the stuff we got from Clarice’s house? Take your mind off all this.”

“It’s not going to work, but you’re right.” Ari gets up and stretches. “This is driving me nuts.”

While Terrance focuses on the computer, I follow Ari over to a table filled with a girl’s journal, a cell phone, a computer, a stack of cash, and a shoebox. 

“Tell me about all this. Like where did you find each item, and why did you bring it?”

He picks up the journal, which is leather-bound and tied with a blue ribbon. “This was in her room, and I assume girls keep all their secrets in their journals. In theory, the answers should all be here.”

“Have you read it?”

“I tried. It’s mostly about the guys she has dated.”

“How far back does it go?”

“Nine months.”

“Did you find anything about her father’s death? Any mention of her sister or Montrovia?”

“I didn’t get that far. Honestly, I had a hard time even concentrating. You were going after the assassin alone, and I was really worried about you.”

“That’s what I don’t get, Ari. I was trained to thrive on my own. Why reunite me with my brother now? There’s something bigger going on. I can feel it.”

“I feel it, too. Remember when I told you that this was our new life? I’m starting to think it is actually our real life.”

“Maybe that’s why they kept saying our covers run deep. You don’t really have a cover. You’re just a guy who discovered he was adopted.”

“Do you think Ares is our real father?” he asks. 

“It would make sense. It’s about the only thing that does.”

“Bingo!” Terrance shouts. 

“What have you got?” I ask as we both run over to him. 

“It’s amazing what you can discover on social media.” He pauses. “Kelley Bond is dead by the way. It says she passed away five years ago. I’m sorry.”

“How did she die?” I ask.

“I’m not sure,” he says, “but people were shocked. Although that’s not surprising, considering her young age.” 

Ari and I drop our heads at the same time, the moment feeling solemn. We’ve both discovered who our real mother was and learned she was dead all at the same time. 

“Are there photos of her?”

“Not many, which is a little odd,” he admits, turning the screen toward us. “Most of her profile pictures don’t show her face. Maybe she was camera shy.” 

“Or maybe she was hiding. Where did she live?” I ask.

“I show three former addresses in the DC area.” He recites them. “Any of them sound familiar?”

“The last one. Can you pull it up on a map?”

“Sure,” he says, quickly entering it. 

I study the surrounding area and then slide into the seat next to him, almost pushing him off, as I blow the map up to give me more detail. Then I dramatically lay my head down on the table in disbelief.

“What?” Ari asks. 

I take a deep breath and point to a spot west of the blue dot indicating Kelley Bond’s last known address. “This is where we lived when my mother was killed. And this is the path I took after.” I trace my finger on the map—down the street, into the neighbor’s yard, down the alley, out to the main thoroughfare, and then down six blocks. “This is where I went—to my father’s office.” I tap the screen with my finger. “We were in the parking lot of his office when my father told me to get out of the car before it exploded.” I move my finger again. “And this, here, is where I went after that. To my uncle Sam’s place.”

“Your uncle Sam’s place is the same address as Kelley Bond’s?” Terrance asks.

“Yes, it is.”

“We need to figure out who Uncle Sam is and what kind of relationship he had with Kelley,” Ari suggests. 

Just as we’re getting ready to do that, my phone pings with an encrypted message. 

“A new mission,” I mutter as I click to see what it says. 

Then I read it out loud.




“Your mission, should you choose to accept it: 

Track down the money man who paid the assassin known as The Priest, determine the target of the third hit, uncover who paid for the hits, and eliminate the threat. Please proceed to London today and await further instructions. And happy birthday.”




I’m about to comment when Ari’s phone pings. He clicks the link and reads it.




“Your mission, should you choose to accept it: 

Determine what, if any, information can be uncovered from the items taken from the second hit’s home. Track down further leads to discover the reason behind the hits. Please proceed to London today and await further instructions. And happy birthday.”




“Wow,” I say. “Is it just me, or does the happy birthday piss you off? All my years at Blackwood, I never got to celebrate a birthday. Now, they wish me one, proving they suck.”

“It also proves they wanted you to know,” Terrance says.

“Maybe we should just say no,” Ari suggests as he puts his arm around my shoulder to console me. 

I lean my head against his broad chest. It feels good to have someone on my side. 

“You can’t say no,” Terrance argues.

“Why not?” I ask.

“Whatever this is, it’s got to be big.”

“How big could it be? It took them six years to train me,” I counter.

“That’s my point,” he says. “Each of your missions has led you further up the food chain. Don’t you want to know why they spent six years training you? Don’t you want to know what your mother got mixed up in? It’s all got to be connected. Someone is planning something big. They tried to take out the Montrovian monarchy, and they killed the president of the United States. What’s next?”

“He’s got a point, Huntley,” Ari says, looking thoughtful. “I also think the more we learn, the more we will discover about our own pasts. I want to know who our biological parents were, don’t you?”

“Yeah. Maybe we should just ask them. Tell them we won’t go if they don’t give us the information we need.”

“I think we’re better off making them think we’re just doing our missions,” Terrance says. “That’s what they want. And, in the meantime, we keep digging.”

A memory flashes in my head. My mother down on her knees in the dirt, digging a little hole.

“What?” Ari asks me.

“I just remembered something. When Terrance said, ‘keep digging,’ a picture flashed in my brain of my mom digging up some dirt with her hands. But I don’t remember where we were or why she was doing that.”

“Honestly, Huntley,” Terrance says, “I think you are the key to unraveling all this.”

“What do you mean?”

“I checked your passport as Calliope Ann Cassleberry. You were in and out of the country all the time, but you were not during the three weeks prior to her death. Which brings us to the question of where were you, and what were you doing?”

“Did you check under the name, Charlotte Cassleberry?”

“Yes. Same thing.”

“That’s wrong,” I tell him. 

“How do you know?” Ari asks softly, his arm still on my shoulder.

“I’m not sure,” I answer truthfully. “But I do remember sitting on her bed, folding a load of laundry, while she finished unpacking.”

“Was there much laundry?” Terrance asks, jotting down notes. 

“Yeah. Why?”

“The more laundry, the longer the trip, right?” Ari interjects. 

“Exactly.”

“Wait.” I move away from them and pace across the room. “Don’t say anything for a second.” 

There’s something in my brain. Something poking at it. But it doesn’t have to do with the trip. It’s more recent. 

“I know!” I shout. “After I saved Lorenzo, his secret service gave him a background report on me. I suggested it was a dull read, but he found it interesting because of how much I had traveled. How I had been all over the world, even from a young age. When he said that, I freaked out a little because that wasn’t in my legend. And I remember wondering if my real story was my backstory, just with a different name.”

“I don’t get it,” Terrance says. 

But Ari does. He’s nodding along with me. 

“See if there is a Huntley Bond passport and compare it to Calliope’s,” he says.

“But, if that were the case, that would mean that my mom, our mom, was both Kelley Bond and Charlotte Cassleberry.”

Terrance considers that. “It’s not uncommon for covert agents to have multiple legends. It would also mean that someone kept up the Kelley Bond legend, even after she had passed. And isn’t there a Calliope in ancient Greek history as well?”

“Yes, and it’s a little creepy. She was the oldest of Zeus and Mnemosyne’s nine daughters. She was the muse of epic poetry and believed to be the inspiration of Homer, who wrote the Odyssey, which is the poem of Odysseus’s ten-year quest to return home to his wife, Penelope, after the Trojan War.” I pause and shake my head. I feel like I’m pulling threads, waiting for things to unravel. “But, if Kelley and Charlotte are the same person, wouldn’t that be stupid? I mean, all it would take is for someone to see a photo of my mom, and they would know that she and the spy they had assassinated were one in the same. And, remember, even the CIA thinks I’m dead. They couldn’t have known about Kelley either.”

“Let’s stop theorizing and take a look,” Ari says, moving back toward the computer. 

Terrance stretches out his fingers and adjusts his glasses before he starts typing away. A few moments later, he says, “This is going to take a while. You should probably get some sleep if you have to be in London today.”

Ari grins at me. “I think we’re being dismissed.”




When we’re back upstairs, Ari follows me to my room and whispers in my ear, “Are we being watched?”

I nod and then pull him into my room. “But my room is clean. I took the surveillance gear out, and no one has put it back so far.”

“Is that why you took me downstairs?”

“Yeah. I just felt like it was a private moment. Normally, I don’t care, but . . .”

“You don’t have to explain it to me. I get it. I haven’t accepted my mission yet. Do you think we should?”

“I think, if we keep working for them, eventually, we’ll figure out who they are. Maybe they are in danger, too.”

“So they are sending us to London, because that’s where the money man is supposed to be?”

“We will be seeing someone else in London, too. Malcolm Prescott. In fact, we’ll be staying at his house. Remember that picture we saw in Ares’s office? His friends are dying. First, Ares, then King Vallenta, and then Jack Junior. All of them dead in the last six months. Maybe Malcolm Prescott or Viktor’s father will be next. Maybe one of them is the third hit.”

“Wait a second. We know the president was assassinated. Are you suggesting that Ares and the King of Montrovia didn’t die of natural causes?” he asks, his eyes bugging out. 

“I think it’s a possibility. Something is definitely going on with Montrovia. Regardless of the official cause of death, four out of the top five in line for the throne are dead. Maybe Prescott is using us to figure it out. Maybe he knows all about us because Ares told him. Maybe he’s worried that he’s next.”

“It was his son who we were told to befriend,” Ari agrees. “That could have been an easy way to get us into his life that wouldn’t attract attention.”

“I say we do a little investigating on our own in London. Maybe Malcolm is the leader of Black X.”

“He’s got power and money,” Ari says. “But, if The Priest was telling the truth, Jack Junior’s dad ordered the hit on your mother. Prescott could also be the enemy.”

“Or he could have nothing to do with any of it,” I say, feeling exasperated. “In other words, we have no idea who we can trust.”

“Except each other,” Ari says.
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A few hours later, I wake up in a cold sweat with Lorenzo on my mind. I had the strangest dream. I was at his castle, pulling flowers out of the ground, and he admonished me for it, saying they were his mother’s prized begonias. He was upset and ran off, so I chased after him. But, as I rounded the corner, I heard a gunshot and watched helplessly as he fell to the ground.

And I know what my subconscious is trying to tell me. He’s not out of danger yet.

I glance at the clock, noting the early hour but calling him anyway. 

“My sweet,” he answers in his dreamy voice. “I am missing you terribly. Will you be arriving soon?”

“Our charter to London is scheduled to leave in a couple of hours. Shall we meet you at your home or at the match?”

“Let us meet at the airport. We’ll helicopter to the polo club and then spend the next few nights at Prescott Manor.”

“How’s Chauncey doing?”

“Spectacular. He will start school tomorrow, so his new nanny is taking him shopping for all his gear. Any word on his father?”

“No. I thought, if he were still alive, he would have contacted me by now.”

“It’s only been a short time, Huntley. Let’s talk about more pleasant things. Like what are you wearing?” 

I can’t help but laugh. “Well, I am still in bed. That’s actually the reason for my call.”

“Oh, do you wish for me to be in it with you?” he asks, his voice sultry.

“I had a bad dream, Lorenzo. You got shot. I’ll fill you in when I see you, but until I can get there and protect you, please be careful. I’m worried that you could be the third hit.”

“If it means I get to hold you in my arms again, rest assured, I will be a very careful man.”

“It’s my birthday,” I whisper.

“Well, happy birthday,” he whispers back. “Is your birthday a secret?”

“No, I just—I guess I’ll see you soon.”

“Not soon enough,” he says.




I get up and shower. Then I text Ellis, asking for hair and makeup to be sent up to my room in an hour along with a breakfast smoothie. 

I pop on my computer and search for information about the Cartier Queen’s Cup that we will be attending today. I find that the club where it is held was founded in 1955 and that Prince Phillip, Duke of Edinburgh, has been their president since that time. I also discover that our host, Malcolm Prescott, is on the board of directors. 

Polo teams have been competing for the last three weeks, and it all culminates in the championship game today, which will be played by some of the sport’s greatest players. The queen of England herself historically attends and presents the cup to the winning patron. 

Polo is not a game I’m familiar with. I consider watching a few videos, so I can understand the rules but decide not to. After all, this world is new to both me and Huntley Von Allister. 

Huntley. Lee. 

I can’t help but wonder if my mother called me that because it was short for my real name. I close my eyes for a moment and try to remember the days leading up to her death, but it just won’t come, so I grab a suitcase and stand in my closet, wondering what I should pack. I look at the tags on all the clothes, choosing a few basics—dresses for dinners and formal gowns—that quickly fill one suitcase. As I open another suitcase, I glance at my tattered backpack. It’s funny that I used to be able to travel at a moment’s notice with just it. Huntley, not so much. 

I grab my phone and call Dr. Kate. 

“I was just getting ready to call you,” she says. “I understand you’re traveling to London and attending the Cartier Queen’s Cup. It’s a highly photographed event. Have you chosen something to wear?”

“No, I was just packing.”

“Where will you and Ari be staying?”

“At Prescott Manor.” 

“Very nice. What else will you be doing?”

“Depending on when we start our next mission, I might also be attending a tennis championship and some big horse race.”

“I will email you a packing list in a few moments. Each of your outfit tags has a number on it, so you can match it to the email. I’ll also have a messenger get a few additional pieces to you. Designers are dying to dress you,” she says before saying goodbye and ending the call.

I turn my arm over to check the time, but the watch that has been a fixture on my wrist for the last six years is gone. I grab my phone and glance at it instead. I have just enough time to run down to the vault. 

When I get there, I find Terrance hunched over his computer, the area around him littered with empty energy drinks.

“Have you slept at all?” I ask.

“No,” he says, “I was just going to wake you up. I found something. Um, you might want to sit down.”

“What did you find?”

“Kelley Bond.” A photo pops up on his computer screen. “I tracked down where she went to high school from a reunion post she was tagged in on social media. Then I found out the school has all their yearbooks online. This is her senior photo. Is this the mother you knew? Are Kelley and Charlotte the same person?”

I give it a cursory glance and shake my head. “It doesn’t look like her. My mom had a perfect nose. Kelley’s is large and slightly hooked. It’s hard to get past the big permed hair, but Kelley is blonde. My mom was a brunette.”

“I have a few more photos,” he says. 

He quickly scrolls through them, but nothing I see changes my mind. But then a detail catches my eye. 

“Wait, stop!” I yell out.

“What?”

“Go back to that prom photo.”

Terrance clicks back. The photo is of Kelley with four other girls in long pastel dresses. 

I tilt my head, studying it. Then I trace my finger down the screen, stopping at her hands. “See how all the girls have their hands crossed in front of them? Look at hers. Notice how she has her middle finger tucked under one hand? My mom did that. She didn’t talk about it much, but her stepfather was physically abusive. He was compulsive and always telling her to act like a lady—which, to him, meant standing up straight and crossing your hands in front of your body, just like she’s doing. Understandably, she hated him. One way she got back at him, in her mind, was by complying but secretly flipping him off. It became a habit. Go back to the senior picture. Show me just her eyes.”

Terrance does as I requested, and it’s then when I know for sure. Charlotte and Kelley are one in the same. 

But I’m worried my own desire might be unjustly influencing me. I need concrete proof. “Did you run a photo of them both through facial recognition?”

“Yes,” he says. “A seventy-nine percent match on a very advanced program. It doesn’t just measure the features; it measures the pixels forming the features. A simple rhinoplasty would affect the accuracy, but I would expect the percentage to be higher because it’s just one feature. But her cheekbones don’t match either.”

“Retinal scans?” I ask.

“Tried that. The photos in the yearbook are not high resolution and are too grainy to tell.” He turns to look at me directly. “Regardless of what this data tells us, you knew her the best. Is it her?”

“Yeah,” I admit, “I believe it is.”

His taps his fist on my thigh and smiles. “Guess what else I discovered in this yearbook? Ares Von Allister and your mother were classmates.”

I take a moment to let that sink in. “He really could be my father.”

“Yes. That’s good, right?”

“I guess. I’m not really sure how I feel about it. My mom and dad took me to Ares Von Allister’s lab. I met his dog but not him. How could she do that? Lie to me all that time? Take me to where my biological father worked and not at least introduce me to the man? And who the hell was the man I thought was my father?”

“Spies live a different life; you know that. It’s all about the lies. It’s what keeps them alive.”

“Or gets them killed,” I mutter. “Want to know what’s weird? I thought that I was living a lie. But I think my past is the lie. It also makes much more sense as to why they would be willing to blow my cover for one mission.” 

“Because it’s the truth, not a cover?”

“Exactly.” I glance up at the clock. “Crap. Hair and makeup should be here shortly. I’d better get going. Are you staying here? Do you have a new mission?”

“I don’t really get missions like you do. I’m just told what to work on. Olivia is trying to track down the money man while I am going through Clarice’s belongings, which is something I don’t exactly understand.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, why didn’t they have me look into Ophelia after she kidnapped Lorenzo and Ari? Why wait until Clarice was killed and all the clues were gone?”

“Because maybe, like me,” I suggest, “they stupidly assumed that, once she was dead, the threat was gone. It wasn’t until Clarice was killed that we could assume there was more to it. Or that she knew something she shouldn’t have.”

“The last words Clarice spoke to Ari were, ‘Ophelia’s money,’” Terrance says. “It’s driving me nuts, trying to figure it out. I’ve spent hours scouring their financial history, and I can’t find anything noteworthy.” 

“Maybe Ophelia’s money isn’t in an account. You know, my mom used to keep different currencies of cash stashed in an empty shoebox. Some people keep money under their mattress. In the freezer. Inside books. All sorts of crazy places.”

Terrance’s eyes get huge. “Wait. Go back. What did you just say?”

“Uh, crazy places.”

He holds up his hand, thinking. Then he gets up and rushes over to the table with the items Ari took from Clarice’s home. “Shoebox.” 

I take off the lid. “Except there’s no money in it.”

“There are numbers on this sticker here. Maybe it’s an account number.”

“I don’t think so. It looks like a normal shoe sticker with the manufacturer’s style number along with the name of the shoe. And it doesn’t appear to have been altered in any way.” I pick at the sticker, carefully pulling it off the box. “Nothing underneath either.” I look at Terrance. “May I?”

He shrugs. “Have at it. I’ve already photographed it from every single angle.”

“Look here. There’s glue on this seam.”

“Probably someone messy made the box.” 

“Or someone hid something inside,” I counter as I carefully undo the flap wrapped inside the box. When I do, a note pops out. 

“What is that?”

“Money,” I say, taking in what appears to be a one-hundred-dollar bill in a new currency. 

Ophelia’s photo is featured in an oval on the upper right. She’s wearing a jeweled crown, which I’m pretty sure is the same one put on Lorenzo’s head at his coronation.

“What the hell is this?” Terrance asks, pulling the bill out of my hand and studying it. “This looks very real. And I thought, in the Terra Project, they bartered and didn’t have currency.”

“That’s what Clarice said, but maybe Ophelia was in it for the power.”

“And look at this,” Terrance says, pointing. “This is the Montrovian royal crest down here, but what is Arcadia?”

“In Greek mythology, Arcadia was the home of the god Pan, who had the hindquarters, legs, and horns of a goat, much like a faun or satyr. His home was rustic, an untouched wilderness, and it was said that he lived in perfect harmony with nature. Later, during the Renaissance, the idea of Arcadia was often seen in all art forms—from paintings and sculptures to books and theater. It was considered to be an unspoiled and harmonious world, especially one uncorrupted by civilization. In other words, Utopia.” 

“Is Ophelia a Greek name, too?”

“I don’t think so. Look it up real quick.”

He runs over to his computer, types, and then says, “Wow. Listen to this. Ophelia was derived from the Greek word that meant help. It’s believed the name was first used by a fifteenth-century poet named Jacopo Sannazaro for a character in his poem ‘Arcadia.’ Does that mean she looked up the meaning of her name, discovered what Arcadia was, and chose that to be the name of her perfect country?”

“Before I blew her up with one of your pore strips, I got her talking. She planned to kill Lorenzo and become queen. Then she was going to systematically dismantle the monarchy, starting by selling the Strait of Montrovia to the highest bidder. When that was done, she wanted to close its borders, shut down the port, sink all the yachts, and abolish gambling. All because her dad had cheated on her mom, and her mom had taken them to live in France where no one cared that she was royal.”

“It would have been detrimental to the rest of the world if she had succeeded. Montrovia has always been neutral, like Switzerland,” Terrance says. “So, we know what her plan was. She was going to sell the Strait, become even wealthier, and change the name of the country, which she would then rule because she had Daddy issues.”

“I wish it were as simple as Daddy issues. There has to be more to the story, something that Clarice knew about. Otherwise, why assassinate her? Ophelia wasn’t acting alone, so who was behind her?” My phone buzzes with a text from Ellis, letting me know that I need to get to my dressing room. “Crap. I have to go get ready.”

“Wait,” Terrance says, grabbing two swabs out of a box. “Open your mouth.”

“What for?”

“DNA testing. We’re going to find out if you and Ari really are twins.”
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A few hours later, Ari and I touch down in London and are quickly ferried to a waiting helicopter. A sleek black Maybach limo pulls up, and Lorenzo and his guards join us.

“Don’t you look gorgeous,” Lorenzo says, greeting me with a kiss and taking in my light-blue Gucci cluny lace dress with a black velvet waistband and little appliquéd flowers. I even have my hair done up in a conservative French twist. He turns to greet Ari and then ushers us onto the chopper. 

After touchdown, we are picked up by another car and driven a short distance to the Guards Polo Club where we walk a red carpet and have our pictures taken—again. Lorenzo’s arm is wrapped around me, and even though things are weighing heavily on my mind, I find myself smiling—not for the cameras, but because of him.

Lorenzo and I chat with a whole bunch of people—some who I met previously in Montrovia and others who he introduces me to—and then he takes me to meet one of the professional players he knows and to see the team’s ponies. 

“I don’t know much about polo,” I admit as we’re admiring the beautiful creatures. “Is it hard to follow the game?”

“Not at all. The game is played between two teams. Each team has four players, and the team with the most goals wins. You score by getting the ball into the net. Each time a team scores, they switch sides. The game is divided into six chukkers—or time periods—which are each seven minutes long. Did you know that I’ve been playing most of my life?” he asks.

“I read that was a passion of yours, but we’ve never really talked about it with everything that’s gone on. I’d love to see you play sometime.”

“Your wish is my command,” he says, taking my hand in his and bringing it to his lips. “We had better go take our seats. The match is about to start.”




I’m returning from a quick trip to the loo when I spy Daniel making a fashionably late entrance with a gorgeous tennis pro on his arm. They are posing for the cameras, but when he spots me, he drops the girl’s hand and makes a beeline toward me. 

I laugh as the Secret Service rush to catch up to him. 

“Well, look what the cat dragged in,” I say by way of a greeting.

“Very funny.” He takes a step back, giving my body a hard, lascivious look. 

“You are such a boy,” I tell him. 

He’s so completely different from Lorenzo. So crass, so bold, so cocky. 

“How is the White House treating you?” 

“Training is going really well. No distractions. My coach loves it.”

“Hard to sneak girls in, I bet,” I tease.

“Actually, yes, but don’t worry; I can get you in.” His blue eyes sparkle, and one corner of his mouth is pulled back into a smirk, showing off a single dimple. 

“I’d actually love a tour of the White House. I mean, how cool would that be?”

“Well, next time you’re in DC, you should come over. We can have a slumber party again. I’ll braid your hair.”

I ignore his slumber party comment. “So how is it that you managed to not only get away from your trainer, but also find such a lovely companion when you’ve been practically chained to the pool?”

“I had to be here. It’s in my contract.”

“What contract is that?”

He flashes me a vintage Cartier watch, and I immediately remember the hot commercial of him coming up out of the pool, wearing pretty much nothing else. 

“Can I be honest?” 

“I don’t know, Huntley. Can you be?”

I give him a playful punch. “Hiring you for that ad was bad marketing on their part.”

He’s taken aback. “Why? Women especially love that commercial.”

“Oh, I’m sure they do. I know I could describe it to you in great detail, but I have to admit, I never noticed the brand of the watch you were wearing.”

“You’re such a tease. I love it. I miss you.” 

He’s being totally charming. It’s a little annoying. But not. Because Daniel is incredibly hot. And those piercing blue eyes . . . don’t even get me started.

“Yes, I can tell you’ve missed me. You know, you’re really going to have to stop being so needy with all your texts and phone calls. It makes you seem desperate.”

He looks confused. “But I haven’t texted you.”

“My point.”

“Oh, I get it. You’re in rare form today. You could text me, you know.”

“Yeah, I could.”

“Have you slept with him yet?” he asks.

“Same answer as always, Daniel.”

“Which is no,” he says, flashing both his dimples. 

“Which is none of your business,” I reply.

“Same thing. Are you here with him?”

“Yes, because he invited me.”

“Staying at Prescott Manor, too?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Perfect. So am I. Maybe we can bunk up.” 

“I’m not bunking up with you, Daniel.”

He pulls me into his arms. “Admit it, you miss my dimple.”

“You have two dimples. I have witnessed them myself.”

He gives me a dazzling smile. “The second one is saved for special people.”

“You are such a flirt,” I say, not able to control my laughter. 

“A sexy flirt?” he asks, moving closer and kissing both my cheeks. 

“In your mind, yes. But you’d probably better get back to your date. Miss Tennis is pouting.”

“Let her,” he says with a wave of his hand.

“Are you sleeping with her?” I ask, wishing it hadn’t slipped out of my mouth because, now, he’s going to think—

“You jealous?”

“Horribly,” I sigh with mock sorrow. “I’m not sure how I’ll ever recover.”

“I can think of a thing or two that might help,” he says sexily. He looks over my shoulder. “Speaking of jealous, here comes Enzo.” Daniel purposefully wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me flush with his body. “Here’s the plan—I’ll punch him in the face, you kick him in the shin, and then we’ll run away together and live happily ever after.”

I laugh at his silliness. “While utterly romantic, there are a few flaws in your plan, I’m afraid.”

“Like what?”

“His security. Your security. For me to run away with you, we’d have to flee from all of them. I mean, obviously, we’d be married immediately and need a long, lavish honeymoon, except that would mean no Olympics.”

“Daniel,” Lorenzo says, cuffing him on the shoulder. Then he studies us. “Why do I get the feeling you are conspiring? You two look—how do you say it? Thick as thieves.”

Daniel and I both grin. 

“We were planning our elopement,” I admit. 

“But, alas, I must get back to Miss Tennis.” Daniel releases me from his grip. “But watch for my sign, Huntley, and we will make our escape,” he says with a wink as he walks away.

Lorenzo’s face is unreadable. His body language suggests jealousy, but his lips are pulled into a smirk. I think I confuse him. 

Join the club. I confuse me, too. Because I shouldn’t be anything to anyone. 

“We’re leaving before you get this sign,” he states.

“You don’t think I should run away and marry Daniel?” I tease. 

He slips his hand into mine, bringing it to his mouth, his lips sliding across my knuckles. 

“I do not.” The look of seriousness on his face tells me this is no laughing matter. “If you were to elope, I hope it would be with me.”

I crack a smile to lighten the mood because things just got very real. I know that he’s serious while Daniel was just messing around. And, sometimes, that makes Daniel more attractive. He’s easy. Lorenzo makes my life feel complicated. 

“I can tell you are not taking me seriously,” he says, looking concerned.

“That is because I know you are not serious.” He narrows his eyes at me in question, so I explain, “I suspect a proposal from you would be a much more romantic gesture than suggesting we should elope during the middle of a horse race.”

“The horses aren’t racing, my darling,” he says, staring into my eyes as his hand glides across my jaw. 

“Whatever. You know what I mean. It all smells of manure.”

His eyes dance playfully across my face, and the smirk is back. “This is why I desire to know every detail about you. My plan to ask for your hand during today’s trophy celebration has officially been foiled. If you will excuse me, I must let the queen of England know.”

He turns, like he’s going to walk away. 

And I find myself not wanting him to go. I take a step forward to follow him when he surprises me by flipping back around, pulling me into his arms, and giving me a deep kiss. 

“You become quite passionate when you get a little jealous,” I tease. “That might be one of my favorite kisses. While you go speak with the queen, I’m going to find someone else to flirt with.”

“Toying with my affection?” he says, pretending to be aghast. “You are incorrigible.”

“Or you could take me with you,” I suggest, slipping my hand into his. 

“That sounds like an extraordinary proposition. Come, my dear, I want to teach you about the game of polo.”

He takes me to the Royal Box where we are actually seated with royalty from multiple countries along with a few movie and rock stars. Although I guess it shouldn’t be a surprise. It’s just that, sometimes, I forget Lorenzo is a king. 

I survey the room and then the surrounding area, thinking, if someone wanted to take out all these important people, it wouldn’t be that hard. A bomb planted under the bleachers. An assault team in a couple of helicopters, like the ones who came after The Priest. A single long-range sniper situated across the way. The poisoning of a few bottles of champagne. 
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“Would you like some?” Lorenzo asks me later, taking a flute filled with champagne from a silver tray. 

The match is nearly over, the time clicking down to zero. 

“Uh, no, thank you.”

“You seem distracted, my sweet,” he whispers. 

“I have a lot on my mind.”

“You shouldn’t, birthday girl.”

“It’s Ari’s birthday today, too,” I whisper. He looks as confused as I feel. “We believe what we thought were our covers are true. And that we are twins.”

Everyone—including Ari, who is sitting on the other side of Lorenzo—stands up to cheer for the victorious team, but we stay in our seats, barely aware of what is going on around us. The depth of concern in Lorenzo’s eyes is apparent. When everyone else sits down, he suddenly pulls me up and leads me out to his limo, causing his security to scramble. 

He opens the door for me, says a few words to someone, and then gets inside with me. “I assume this is not something you should be talking about in public,” he says seriously. 

“Probably not, but I had to tell you.”

“I’m still trying to comprehend. Your mother was killed, and you were trained as a spy and assassin and pulled out of training with me as your mission. Your cover story is that you and Ari are the long-lost children of Ares Von Allister. How could you possibly be twins?”

“It’s hard to know what is real and what is fake, but one of the things that I never understood is why they would train me for so long and then, on my first mission, put me in such a high-profile position that would never allow me to go undercover again. I believe the reason is that it’s not my cover. It’s real.”

“You really are Huntley Von Allister?”

“Yes. I think, up until now, I’ve been living under an alias. My mother’s real name is Kelley Bond. She went to high school with Ares Von Allister, and I saw a photo of her. Her nose and cheekbones were different, but it was her, based on her eyes and a very unique gesture. Also, she told me I was a twin and that my brother died at birth. It was a sorrow she carried with her. I don’t know what happened in the hospital, but on Ari’s adoption papers, her last name was spelled incorrectly with an E on the end. Or maybe it was on purpose. We’re doing a DNA test to be sure, but we know it’s true.”

“You used to think you were alone in this world, Lee. How do you feel now?”

“Worried.”

He gently cradles my face in his hands. “Why, my dear?”

“It all feels deliberate. At the same time, I don’t understand. Ares Von Allister was alive when my mother was killed. Why was I sent to Blackwood? Why did they practically brainwash me into believing that I shouldn’t have emotional attachments? Why teach me to survive on my own, only to bring my twin brother back into my life on my first mission? And why not tell me the truth about him when they did? And, even worse, why did they kill everyone who knew about me at Blackwood if I’m really me?” I roll my eyes and laugh at myself. “It appears I’m having an identity crisis.”

“You’re right. It makes no sense.”

“And you are in the middle of this mess.”

“Why do you believe that?”

“Because the reason William Gallagher originally came to your country is because his intelligence had picked up a message that said, It starts in Montrovia.”

“What starts?”

“No one knows. But the fact of the matter is, in the last year, four of the heirs to the throne of Montrovia have died—three murdered—and there have been numerous attempts on your life.”

“Three murdered?”

“The circumstances around your uncle’s death are suspicious.”

“But it’s over now.” He shrugs. “You took care of it. Ophelia is dead.”

“I’m afraid it’s not over yet. And this is horrible of me to even ask, but was there an autopsy done on your father?”

“What? Are you suggesting that my father was killed? That’s ludicrous. He’d been ill.”

“With what?”

“Some sort of autoimmune virus that they couldn’t determine the cause of. It was resistant to antibiotics. They tried all sorts of concoctions, but nothing seemed to work. He just kept getting weaker. Honestly, they were surprised he’d made it that long.”

“How long had he been ill?”

“About six months, I guess.”

“Did he get sick before or after your uncle died?”

Lorenzo starts to protest but then stops. “They were together on a hunting trip in Britain. That’s when my father took ill. It’s also why my father wasn’t with my uncle on the day of the accident. He was in bed, sick.”

“Who was with your uncle that day?”

“His normal guide was also ill—food poisoning. He went out with someone new. Publicly, it was called an accident. But, in reality, it appeared he’d committed suicide.” 

I don’t say anything. I just stare at him and watch as the realization creeps in. He closes his eyes and roughly runs his hand through his hair. 

“Did they question his guide?”

“No one has been able to find him.” 

I nod in understanding, his remarks only confirming what I suspected. 

“What’s supposed to start in Montrovia?”

“That’s what I’m trying to figure out, Lorenzo. It’s also hard to know who to trust. Any chance your country is good friends with Israeli’s intelligence service?”

“Of course. Why?”

“Mossad has a reputation of being the best in the world. Maybe you should ask for their help. Discreetly, of course.”

“Would you like to take a trip with me? Ever been to Israel?”

“I can’t leave London.”

“Another mission?” 

I nod in affirmation. 

“Can you tell me?”

“I’ve told you everything else, so I guess I might as well. We’re following the money trail.”

“Don’t you have enough money, especially if you really are a Von Allister?”

“Not money for me, silly,” I say with a laugh. “The Priest was paid to do three hits. The president of the United States was the first. Clarice was the second. I fear you could be the third.”

“I’m taking care of his son!”

“Unless he specifically cases the London house for a period of time, he won’t know Chauncey is there. He was hired to do a job, and he wants his payout. Once he gets that, he’ll find me, get his son back, and go into hiding. We know the money trail; we just have to figure out how to get to the money man. If things go well, we'll get the money man to tell us who he was playing middle man for. Ultimately, we need to know who hired The Priest.”

“Any leads?”

“Not that I know of. All I really know about him came from Gallagher. And all he said was that he was a nasty man from his home turf. I assume that’s why our missions said to come to London.”

“And here I thought, you came for me.”

“That, too,” I say, leaning in to kiss him. 

I wrap my arms around his neck and sigh into his mouth, wondering why I should even care about any of this. My mom is dead, and no matter how much sleuthing and killing I do, nothing will bring her back. 

When we finally stop kissing, he says, “If you think I’m the target of the third hit, it is imperative for you to stay very close to me.”

“Just how close are we talking?” I ask as his hand trails up my thigh. 

He gives me a devilish grin. “Inseparable. What do you say we take a drive in the countryside and skip the rest of the festivities?”

I can’t help but smile at him. “I think that sounds completely wonderful.”
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After a relaxing drive, where we stopped on the side of the road numerous times to get out and take photos, we arrive at Prescott Manor. We’re shown to opulent suites across the hall from each other and told cocktails will be served on the terrace in an hour with dinner to follow. A maid follows me into my room, unpacking my clothes and steaming the wrinkles out of them, while I freshen up. 

I choose a pretty pink-and-black gown, the tag stating that it is a silk Marchesa. It features a plunging V-neckline, a bodice made of black Chantilly lace, and a tiered skirt with silk roses. I put it on and study my reflection in the full-length mirror, loving the way I look in this dress. Then I grab the beautiful pair of Oscar de la Renta embroidered-illusion pumps I’m supposed to pair with it. I take a seat on the divan at the end of the bed and am slipping them on when there’s a knock at my door. 

“Come in,” I say, standing up. 

Lorenzo walks into the room, looking particularly delicious in a white shirt and dinner jacket paired with a black bowtie and slacks. 

“Lee,” he says, admiring me, “that dress is sublime. I fear many men will be vying for your attention.”

I nervously laugh and feel my cheeks flush. “Thank you.”

“Shall we?” he says, holding out his elbow.




We’ve been on the terrace for all of about fifteen minutes, and I already feel like I’ve stepped onto the set of a soap opera. Peter, who is supposed to be with Allie, is flirting with Miss Tennis, who is actually here as Daniel’s date. Ari is hitting on Allie, who is openly encouraging him because Peter is ignoring her. Lizzie is talking seriously with Daniel when he’s not teasing me. And then there’s Lorenzo, sweet Lorenzo, who seems to only have eyes for me. 

I take in my surroundings, trying to get my bearings in Prescott Manor. But it’s huge. Twenty-seven bedrooms. Six hundred acres of land with formal gardens so elaborate that they remind me of the Palace of Versailles, its own golf course, stables, and plenty of wooded grounds for hunting. It’s no wonder Peter acts the way he does. How could you not be both sheltered and privileged when you grew up in a place like this?

I belly up to the bar next to him when he goes to retrieve more champagne for Miss Tennis. 

“Did you grow up here, Peter?” I ask him. 

He hands me a flute and softly clinks his glass to mine in a silent toast. “I grew up in boarding school. This is one of our summer homes.”

“One of them?”

“Yes, we have multiple real estate holdings across the world, but this is one of my favorites.” He leans in and whispers, “Last summer, when my parents were vacationing in the Antibes for a month, I had one of the company jets bring over a group of my school chums. Ask Daniel. Women. Booze. We even did a club one night. Brought in an international DJ we’d met in Ibiza and nearly brought the roof down. It was the best party ever.”

“Sounds like it.” I look around at the couture-clad men and women demurely sipping champagne in the great hall, trying to picture what Peter described.

“In fact,” he says as he starts to walk back to Miss Tennis, “my mother was just telling me about their next vacation, so we’re doing it again. Expect an invite.”

I glance over at Lorenzo, who is talking polo with the Danish prince. He flashes me a grin, so I head in his direction, only to be stopped halfway there by Daniel. 

He grabs my left hand and studies it. “Are you and Lorenzo engaged?”

“Engaged? Where did you ever get such an idea? The tabloids?”

“No, from Lizzie. We danced at the Queen's Ball after you turned me down. Anyway, we’ve stayed in touch. She told me that Lorenzo must marry before his next birthday, which is less than a year away.”

“Lorenzo did tell me that.”

“Did he also tell you that he has a deadline?” 

“For getting married? Yeah, before his next birthday.”

“No, for getting engaged. Royal weddings take time to plan. And his deadline for being engaged is quickly approaching.”

“Hmm. That, I didn’t know.” 

I now understand why Lorenzo has been talking about marriage so much. He’s under pressure to take a bride.

“I bet you also didn’t know that if he isn’t engaged to a woman of his own choosing, he will have to marry Lizzie. Their parents have an agreement.”

I can’t hide my shock. “Does Lorenzo know that?”

Daniel rolls his eyes at me. “Of course he does.” He gives me a smirk. “Seems Prince Charming hasn’t been forthcoming. I’d say he was just sowing his wild oats with you before he settled down with Lizzie, but I believe you when you say you haven’t slept with him yet.”

“I never said that,” I bark back.

“Still,” he replies, raising his eyebrows at me and then walking away.

For a few moments, I stay rooted in my spot. The realization of what Daniel revealed comes crashing down. I want to run from the room, flop on my bed, and cry. 

Instead, I text Ari.




Me: Hey, where are you?

Ari: Right behind you. 




I turn around to find him standing there. I was so distracted by the thought of Lorenzo marrying someone else that I didn’t hear him sneak up on me. I’m losing my edge. 

“Let’s check out the garden,” I tell him, grabbing his arm and leading him to a somewhat private area. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks. 

“Maybe I’m just not dealing with all this so well. How are you doing it?” I ask, lying, but I don’t want to talk to him about Lorenzo marrying someone else. It makes me feel sick.

“I am happy to discover that you’re my sister. Are you upset about it?”

“I’m upset about all of it. The way we are being manipulated and lied to. I think you might be right about Black X trying to brainwash me, Ari. They told me over and over that, if I wanted to be the best, I couldn’t have any emotional attachments. Then they spring a brother on me? How am I supposed to work with you? You’re not expendable anymore. And then there’s Lorenzo. He’s ignoring my advice about trying to stay safe. What if he’s the target of the third hit?”

“Then you won’t have to worry about him marrying Lizzie,” he says. 

I put my head down and try not to cry. “How do you know about that? And how do you know that’s why I’m so upset?”

“Daniel told me. And because I know you can deal with the rest. Are you in love with Lorenzo?”

“I can’t be, Ari. We barely know each other,” I say, trying to rationalize my feelings away. 

“But?”

“I feel like I am in love. The thought of him marrying someone else makes me feel sick to my stomach. But then I worry that I’m just desperate for love. You have no idea what it was like, being sent to Blackwood after my mother died. I had no one. And the one guy who my parents always told me would take care of me if something happened dumped me there and only came back to see me once.”

“Huntley, you have me now,” he says, patting my arm. “We have each other.”

“But I don’t want you to be my brother. You’re my partner. I don’t know how to function like this. I’m not supposed to care. But I do. And it’s messing with my head. How can I be depended on to make important life and death decisions when I didn’t even notice you’d snuck up behind me? I’m unraveling.”

“No, you’re not. You’re in a safe environment, and you let your guard down for a minute.”

“Which I should never do! We could literally be standing in the lion’s den right now, Ari. We just don’t know it yet because the lion hasn’t shown himself.”

“I think you’re wrong about that,” he says, taking in the lush setting. “And I think you should talk to Lorenzo about his situation. It’s so obvious that he’s in love with you.”

He goes back to the party. 

I take a seat on a nearby bench, needing a moment to catch my breath.

But I don’t get one because Peter’s father, Malcolm Prescott, sits down next to me.

“I’m glad you could join us,” he says. 

“Your estate is incredible. You must love it here.”

“It is one of my favorite homes. Are you all right? You look distressed.”

I am very much so, but I can’t tell him that. Anyone in their right mind would think I’d be a fool for not wanting to be with a man like Lorenzo. So I lie. “Today is my birthday. I’m just taking a few moments to reflect.”

“Well, happy birthday,” he says. “I’m so intrigued to get to know you and your brother.”

“And, as I told you at the funeral, I’d love to hear about my father.”

He leans back in the bench, settling in. “Your father. Where do I even start? He was brilliant.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard that one before.”

“You want to know what he was really like?”

“Yeah, like what were his interests? What did he do in his free time? What kind of person was he?”

“Well, he loved history, and after he met Lorenzo’s father, he became slightly obsessed with the Vallenta family tree, which he learned dates back to the Medici family in Florence. Ares always said that we could learn much from history, and he wondered how Montrovia always managed to avoid conflicts and wars. He was very much a pacifist.”

I scrunch up my nose. “Really? But so many of his inventions and most of the money he made were from stocking the war machine.”

He considers this. “While that is true, your father was altruistic. Everything he invented, at least in his mind, was for the betterment of mankind. His calipers were created in part because his parents had been killed in an auto accident when their brakes failed. He got the idea for using drones after his twin sister was killed in combat.”

“Wait. He was a twin?” I ask, unable to hide my shock. “Ari and I are twins, too—we think. Today is both of our birthdays. You’d think that was something the attorney would have maybe mentioned to us. What do you know about his sister?”

“Her name was Ceres, after the goddess of the harvest. She wanted to be a Marine, like their father before them. Ares didn’t want her to enlist, and it caused strife between them. When she passed, it was difficult on him. I believe that is part of what led him to become a recluse.” He studies me. “And maybe the guilt of not being a father to his children.”

“Do you think he knew about us?”

“I would assume, at some point, he did, or you would not have been named in his will,” he states. 

“True.” I nod.

“I will tell you though, he probably wouldn’t have been the best of fathers. He had the ability to see a problem and the tenacity to discover its solution. We often wouldn’t see him for weeks at a time when he was in the middle of his inventive process. Some would call it obsession. But, obviously, he did extremely well in life.”

“Of course, I Googled him when I found out, learned about his company and all his inventions, but there wasn’t much written about his personal life.”

“He was a private man and turned down all requests for interviews. He was also a little paranoid. Other than the flashy cars he drove, he didn’t flaunt his wealth.”

“Have you seen his house in DC?” I ask with a laugh. “It’s massive.”

Malcolm Prescott laughs easily. “Yes, well, in his defense, he did put in a park to hide it from view. He didn’t come from money, but, as I said before, he loved history, and he was interested in royalty, wealth, trusts, and even secret societies. He preferred to associate with those types of people rather than, say, the latest hot celebrity. Did you get to tour his lab?”

“We walked through it. Not much left in there, but we did see photos of him. That was pretty cool. He seemed to know a lot of influential people. My favorite one though was one with you, him, Viktor’s father, the former president, and Lorenzo’s father. You all looked young, tan, and happy.”

He suddenly stands up, and I wonder if what I said has offended him. 

“Follow me,” he commands. 

He leads me inside and then down a gilded hallway to a large billiards room featuring a massive vaulted ceiling and walls covered with a combination of hunting trophies and photographs. 

He peruses the wall for a moment and then points. “Was it this one?” 

I smile when I recognize it as the same picture. “Yeah, it was. Was it a good day?”

“Absolutely. We were all in Montrovia, gambling and carrying on as single young men do. I suppose I shouldn’t be so hard on Peter sometimes. He just doesn’t seem to be driven.”

“Does he need to be?”

Malcolm chuckles again. “You are astute, aren’t you? I suppose you are correct. My success could lead to my son’s failure.”

“What makes you think he will be a failure?”

“Because he reminds me of Jack Jr. And look what happened to him.”

“He became president of the United States.”

“And, now, he’s dead,” Malcolm says, lowering his head. 

He doesn’t speak for a few moments, so I stay quiet. 

He takes a cleansing deep breath and then looks up at the photo again. “You probably wonder why I would consider someone who became president of a great nation a failure. Simple—because he hadn’t earned it. Everything was easy for Jack. He grew up with a silver spoon in his mouth. He never really worked a day in his life. If it weren’t for his family connections, he never would have been elected.”

“I like Peter, but he does have a different view of the world than most. He can be a little pretentious at times, but I honestly don’t think he knows better.” 

“Give me an example,” he says. 

“At the Queen’s Garden Party in Montrovia, he was really upset that they’d confiscated his gold clippers and made him check them. He didn’t think they had to worry about him clipping someone’s nails to death. When we laughed about it and mentioned how you weren’t allowed to have them on commercial flights because they could be used as a weapon, Allie pointed out that he’d never flown commercial in his life. Anyway, it was just funny to hear him huff about it.”

“Does he ever mention what he wants to do with his life?”

“He wants to enjoy it.” I shrug. 

“And what about you, Huntley? What do you want? Or maybe I should ask what you wanted to do before you found out you were extraordinarily wealthy.”

“Like what did I want to be when I grew up?”

“Yes.”

“Don’t laugh. But I thought about maybe working for the government. I’m good with languages, and I love to travel. I thought I might be able to get a job as a translator, working at different embassies. Maybe serve our country in that way.”

“You are your father’s daughter,” Malcolm says. “Let’s go check on my son. I saw him and some of the guys going down to the shooting range before I came out to talk to you. We should make sure he hasn’t shot anyone yet.” On the way there, he says to me, “Has the government reached out to you yet?”

“About working at an embassy? No. I haven’t even applied. I probably need to get my degree first. But Ari and I decided to travel for a year, so that won’t happen for a while.”

“Your father had some unconventional theories about war. He was paranoid and was always worried he was being spied on.”

“Really? That’s kind of funny since I saw drawings of inventions in his office that were surveillance equipment.” I stop walking. “Um, can I ask you a question? Things have changed so much, and it’s proving to be a little tricky. And I just thought, well, since you and my father were friends, maybe you might be available to guide Ari and me through some of this.”

“It would be my pleasure. Do you have a specific question now or just wondering in general?”

“I have a specific question.” I bite my bottom lip to make myself appear a little stressed, but mostly, I want to gauge his reaction. I still haven’t figured out if Malcolm Prescott is friend or foe. “When Ari and I met Peter at the gala, we were seated with Senator Bill Callan. Later, when I was meeting a friend for lunch, the senator introduced me to Mike Burnes.”

“The director of the CIA?”

“Yes. He was also at the Callan’s dinner party later that night. And he approached me. Gave me his condolences. Then he asked if I’d—well, to put it bluntly, I think he wanted me to spy on people. To be an informant.”

Malcolm can’t hide the look of surprise on his face. “What else did he say?”

“That the British agent who saved us when we were kidnapped said I was cool under pressure—I have no idea why he said that because I was totally freaking out, but whatever—then he told me that Aleksandr Nikolaevich was attending a Montrovian state dinner that I was going to with Lorenzo. He said there were rumors that his international shipping company might be selling arms to people we didn’t want to have them.”

“And what did you say?”

“I said I didn’t know about that but that the man could sure build a gorgeous yacht.”

Malcolm laughs out loud and slaps his hand on his knee. “That’s rich. The CIA sells weapons to everyone in the world at one time or another, depending on who they want in charge at the time.”

“That’s what Ari said.”

“How did he leave it?”

“He gave me his card and told me to call him if I heard anything of interest. How in the world would I know if something I heard was of interest? And, besides, I read in the newspaper on the plane that the president’s assassin was found and killed, and they made it sound like the hunt was over. You’d think our government would want to know why he was targeted, not just be satisfied that the man who had pulled the trigger was dead. And for some reason, it doesn’t add up. The kid they showed on the news didn’t look like he’d been hanging out in Syria.”

“The public may never know the truth,” he says somberly. “But regardless of what our country says, I’m using all my resources to get to the bottom of it. Three of my friends are dead, and I can’t help but wonder if I’m next.”

“Would it be rude of me to ask why you think that? Were you into something you shouldn’t have been?”

“I’m not saying we were saints by any means, but we had similar values. It’s what drew us together.”

“Except for Jack?”

“Jack might have been a slacker, but he was a good man. He had ethics and was above reproach. He couldn’t even be bribed because he had more money than God. His only Achilles heel was his love for his family.”

“But Ares was different in that regard. He chose not to have contact with his children.”

“I have to be honest. I know about your and Ari’s backgrounds.”

“You checked us out?”

“If it looks like a duck, swims like a duck, and quacks like a duck . . .”

“Then, it probably is a duck,” I finish. “Do you really believe we are Ares’s children? Because, honestly, I’m not so sure sometimes. I kind of feel like I’m being punked.”

“I saw your birth certificates. Ari’s middle name is Allister. Your middle name is Penelope, after the wife of the hero Odysseus.”

“A coincidence?”

“Doubtful,” he says. “You have your father’s eyes. And, if you look closely at that picture of when we were young, you can see a lot of your brother in Ares. Your father studied the Renaissance era, and idolized Odysseus. Do you know that story?”

“Of course. Odysseus set up the plan to deceive the Trojan army with the horse. The Greeks won the war because of it.”

“He also went through numerous battles to get back home—because all he wanted was to see his wife. His love for her drove him.”

“Are you saying, he loved my mother? Did you know her?”

“I knew of her. They were close in high school but grew apart when he went to college. I also know that you were homeschooled. Went to a boarding school part-time and received high marks. I was told you were quiet and a bit shy.”

“Wow. You did a lot of checking,” I say, wondering how the hell he checked into my school. The school I obviously didn’t go to.

“When I heard the news, yes, I did. I was worried it was some kind of scam. Regardless of how he spent the last few years of his life, I still consider him a friend. In life and beyond.”

“And now?”

He reaches out and touches my face in a fatherly gesture. “I hope you and Ari will fill the void he left. And I will give you some advice. Because of the money you have inherited along with your father’s legacy, you, too, will be watched by our government.”

“Does that mean I should pay the parking ticket I got in Ares’s Ferrari when I double-parked?”

He chuckles again. “I think you definitely should. They will use any excuse to reach the very wealthy, and they always scrutinize us. I’ve been the target of numerous investigations, as has Viktor’s father and your own. I’ll quietly see what I can find out, okay?”

“Thank you, Mr. Prescott. I really appreciate your kindness.”

“Seriously, call me Malcolm. Mr. Prescott was my father.”

My mind is reeling, trying to digest everything he said about my father, as he leads me through the billiards room and to the end of an empty hall. He presses a button, and a wall slides open. 

“That’s pretty slick.”

He grins. “Did you know the castle in Montrovia has numerous secret passageways? I used to think that was the coolest thing ever, and when I built this house, I had to put in a few.”

He puts his hand out, politely gesturing for me to go first. I step in front of him and tightly close my eyes, taking a moment to allow myself to feel. Walking into an unknown place like this that no one knows about doesn’t sound like the best idea. But, unlike when I went back to Blackwood, my senses are not on full alert in this situation. Malcolm Prescott is a man who I can trust. 

And I’m feeling grateful for it, so I keep walking.




We move down a long hall to find a set of stairs, much like the ones that go down to Ares’s gun range. 

“I’m assuming this is the way? It looks a lot like Ares’s.”

“Mine is bigger,” he says with a grin as I hit the bottom stair to find a large range spread out in front of us. 

“Let me guess, he put his in first?”

Malcolm just keeps grinning, indicating that I’m correct. He had to do one better. 

Ari, Peter, and Lorenzo are lined up in separate bays, all dressed in dinner jackets and shooting a variety of guns. They say the gun a man chooses conveys much about his personality. 

Peter has a Taurus Colt .45 that looks like something they used back in the Wild West days.

Ari, who typically favors the Glock 30, is shooting a German Korth six-inch pistol made entirely of hardened carbon steel with a double-slide guide, fixed barrel, and a semi-rigid roller shutter. It’s a serious piece of hardware—not that it matters. Ari could do damage with any gun he chooses, proven by the stack of target papers he has lying around him, all with neat rings. 

“Your brother is a good shot,” Malcolm says. 

“His dad—well, his adopted dad—was in the military. I think Ari grew up with a gun in his hand.”

“It shows.” 

He studies his own son, and I can easily read his disappointment. 

“How about you? You any good with a gun?”

“Me?” I scoff. “The first time I ever shot a gun was at Ares’s house. And that was only after Ari gave me a long safety lesson.”

“Which gun would you choose to shoot?” he asks.

I look around, trying to figure out which gun a normal girl would choose, but then I realize Huntley and X share the same desire for different reasons. I point toward Lorenzo, who is holding an extremely rare titanium gold Desert Eagle .440 Cor-Bon. It was designed by Magnum Research and Israeli Military Industries and is a staple, but only a few hundred of the gold were ever manufactured.

“The one Lorenzo is shooting is by far the prettiest,” I say, trying my best to sound girlie.

Malcolm laughs at me. “You are your father’s daughter. He loved gold, too.”

“I didn’t see one of those guns in his collection.”

“That’s because I won it from him.”

“How?”

“Funny you ask. It was actually a day just like today, about fifteen years ago. We had been at the Cartier Queen’s Cup and came back here to play poker.”

“You won it in a poker match?”

“Yes. But guess what I found on this rare gun after he sent it to me?”

“Um, I don’t know.”

He stands behind Lorenzo and taps his shoulder. All three guys were so enthralled with shooting, they didn’t seem to notice us enter the room. 

Lorenzo sets the gun down and takes off his earmuffs. Then he wraps his arm around my waist and pulls me close even though Malcolm is standing right there. 

“I like the gold gun,” I say, hoping to lean the conversation in that direction. 

“Do you mind?” Malcolm asks him.

“Of course not,” Lorenzo says, taking the clip out of the gun.

He hands it to Malcolm, who holds the butt of it in front of my face. 

“See. He marred it with his damn logo.”

I can’t help but laugh when I see the same V over the A that was prevalent in his office.

“Do you want to shoot it?” Malcolm asks me. 

“Um,” I say, “isn’t it about time for dinner?”

Malcolm glances at his watch. “You’re right. My wife will have our hides if we’re late.”
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All forty-two guests are mingling, waiting to be seated at a massive dining room table set with antique fine bone china. The lights are dimmed, the tall crystal candelabras providing a soft glow. 

“Miss Von Allister, it’s nice to finally meet you,” Aleksandr Nikolaevich says to me. “We should have met in Montrovia, but my flight was grounded due to bad weather, and I missed my son’s proposal.” He pauses. “Horrible, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it was pretty horrible.”

“Oh, I’m terribly sorry for bringing it up. I forgot you were there.”

I look down, pretending to be upset. “It wasn’t a very pleasant experience.”

“I’m sure it was quite traumatic. How are you handling it?”

“Do you like movies?” I ask him.

“Why, yes. I love a good action film.”

“Me, too. They used to be my favorite. It was like watching a movie, but the whole time, my mind was thinking, It’s not real, and, It’s all Hollywood, but at the movies, you can’t smell the gunpowder or taste blood on your lips.”

Malcolm Prescott comes up from behind us, giving his old friend a hug. “About time you showed up,” he says. “Are things proceeding as you hoped?”

“You know, with all business, one never is sure until the ink is dry.”

“Unless you have a good lawyer.” Malcolm chuckles. “I see you have met Huntley. What do you think?”

“She has her father’s eyes,” Aleksandr says, staring into mine. 

“Exactly what I said. Have you seen Ari? He looks so much like Ares.”

“He does. It is like seeing a ghost from the past.”
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“You’ve never eaten a meal until you’ve had one at the Prescott’s,” Daniel says, turning to me as we are seated. “Their chef is world-class, and each course is a culinary masterpiece.”

I’m seated across the table from Lorenzo with Daniel to my right and Aleksandr Nikolaevich to my left. As per etiquette, I will speak to him during the first course, which is a warm onion tart with smoked salmon.

“I was hoping Viktor might be here with you,” I say, turning to Aleksandr.

“He’s currently at our home in Lake Como with his mother,” he states.

“I heard that. Is he doing well? Did he and Ophelia know each other long? I know they mentioned dating for about six months before they got engaged, but I wasn’t sure if they had known each other before that.”

“They went to the same boarding school in Switzerland but did not date until recently. I will be honest; I didn’t approve of their engagement.”

“You didn’t care for Ophelia?”

“Ophelia was a fine young woman, but I felt it was too early in their relationship for such a commitment.”

“Both Ari and I texted and offered our condolences, but Viktor never replied.”

“Like you, he has been hounded by the press. Soon, they will move on to something else sensational. My son has a wonderful, gregarious personality and will bounce back.”

“Is he sort of hiding out?”

Aleksandr nods in confirmation as the newly divorced former supermodel sitting to Daniel’s right laughs inappropriately loud at whatever clever thing he said to her. I glance at him, noting how he seems to love the attention. I roll my eyes. No surprise there. 

Aleksandr must notice because he narrows his eyes, glancing first at Daniel and then at Lorenzo. “You have been dating both men, according to the papers.”

“And, in reality, I’m dating neither.”

“Lorenzo seems to be smitten. Even though he is engaged in polite conversation with the beautiful, single woman seated next to him, as he should be, I feel his eyes upon us. He is enamored with you.” Aleksandr studies my face. “You blush. Do you return his affection?”

I don’t know what to say, so I take a bite of the tart. Daniel was right. It’s delicious.

“You went through something traumatic together,” Aleksandr adds.

“And you probably know his reputation. I don’t want to be a passing fancy.”

“I’m not sure if it is apparent to you yet, but your love for each other is quite clear to the rest of us.”

Aleksandr must sense I’m uncomfortable with talking about it, so he changes the subject. We discuss a variety of topics—from today’s polo match to the fact that the fork I’m eating with was handcrafted and plated with twenty-four karat gold and probably once belonged to Napoleon.

The supermodel laughs again as our next course is served, meaning Daniel is supposed to turn his attention to me. It will be interesting to see if he does.

“I hear it’s your birthday,” he says a few minutes later.

“That is true.”

“Would you like me to break out in a heartwarming rendition of ‘Happy Birthday’?”

“Nah, that’s okay.”

“Well then, I guess I’ll just have to come up to your room after dinner and do it in private. And, in my family, the birthday girl gets a spanking for each year.” He licks his lips. 

“Too bad I’m not part of the family, Daniel,” I state, wondering why I keep resisting him. 

Part of me wants to openly flirt with Daniel in front of Lorenzo in an attempt to push him away. He should marry Lizzie. She will make a beautiful queen, and he used to have a crush on her. I’m sure in time, he will fall in love with her. 

But, when I glance in his direction, our eyes lock, and I can’t do it. Because Aleksandr is right. Lorenzo’s love is apparent.
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It’s nearly eleven by the time we’re served our last course of coffee and candied fruits. 

“How come you’re not wearing that watch you always wear?” Daniel asks me. 

“I lost it recently, which makes me sad.” 

I don’t tell him that the dean of my former school gave it to me. The dean who was probably in on the murder of everyone who knew me at Blackwood. I don’t tell him that the man I believed to be my father was a spy. Or that it contained a lethal dart. Or that I left it with the friend of the assassin who killed my mother when he loaned me a car and sent me away with the assassin’s young son.

 “Well, since I didn’t get you a birthday gift,” he says, unclasping his watch. He holds the vintage Cartier in front of me. “May I?”

“That’s not necessary, Daniel. It looks special.”

“It’s not. Cartier is one of my sponsors. I’m sure they can get me another one.” He clamps it around my wrist. “Happy birthday, Huntley,” he says with a devilish grin. “Now, about those spankings.”

And there’s something about the exchange that makes me feel a little empty—probably the way in which he said that the watch was nothing special. And, although the gift is valuable and was a sweet gesture, the watch he is trying to replace was special to me, and this non-special one feels wrong on my wrist. 

But I say, “Thank you. That’s sweet of you.”

He waggles his eyebrows at me and smirks. “I think we’re going steady now.”

“Then I should probably give it back,” I say seriously.

“Huntley, I’m just joking.”

“Oh, okay.”

“What’s up with you?”

“Nothing. I’m just really tired. It’s been a long day. I think I’m going to retire now.”

“Alone?” he asks, giving it one more shot.

“Yes, Daniel. Alone,” I reply, getting out of my seat. 

Most of the guests have gotten up and are mingling. I thank our hosts and look for Lorenzo to tell him good night. 

But I can’t find him, so I make my way up to my room. I consider knocking on his door. It seems a little odd that he went to bed without speaking to me, but I’m not going to worry about it. I’m exhausted. 

I open the door and enter my suite, causing the automatic lights to come on and reveal a room filled with hundreds of multicolored helium balloons, bouquets of flowers, a cake on a silver stand, and Lorenzo.

“Happy birthday,” he says. 

I immediately burst into tears. I’m so overwhelmed with his thoughtfulness.

He pulls me into his arms. “Do you not like surprises?”

“I love surprises. It’s just that I haven’t really celebrated a birthday since my mother died. And we never celebrated like this. I never had parties like other kids.” 

Lorenzo narrows his eyes in concern. 

“Don’t get me wrong; my mom always made me feel special, but we were often traveling on my birthday, so I usually got a cupcake with a candle and a small gift. Looking back, I think my birthday was probably a reminder of the son she’d lost. I’m sure that was hard for her.” 

I shake my head as he pulls me close and wipes my tears. 

“I’m deeply touched you did this for me, Lorenzo.”

“It is my pleasure. What would you like to do first? Shall I light the candles, so you can blow them out and make a wish?”

“Yes, please,” I reply. 

But then I throw myself at him, giving him a passionate kiss and pushing him back onto the bed. His hands move to caress my backside, causing me to moan against his lips as our tongues connect. 

We make out for a few moments, but when things start to get hot and heavy, I stop kissing him and slightly back away. No matter how much I want to, I cannot sleep with Lorenzo. 

Not yet. 

Maybe not ever.

He lazily runs his fingers through my hair. “I don’t think I’ve ever gotten such a response to something so simple as balloons.”

I roll onto my back, looking up. “They’re beautiful, Lorenzo. It is a very sweet gesture.”

“Speaking of sweet, you need to blow out the candles, make a wish, and eat a piece of your cake before the clock strikes midnight. A birthday wish is a powerful thing and should not be wasted.”

He stands up and then holds out his hand to pull me off the bed. He lights the candles, and when I start to blow them out, he holds up his hand. “I must serenade you first, my darling.”

Then he sings a song in Montrovian that wishes me a long life full of blessings and much happiness, causing tears to flood my eyes as I blow out the candles. I don’t know if you are allowed more than one wish on your birthday, but there is only one thing my heart truly desires right now, and regardless of my training, I can’t help but wish for it.

When the candles are extinguished, Lorenzo cuts a small piece of the cake and feeds it to me. “Sorry for the rush,” he says, “but I wanted you to have at least a bite before the clock struck midnight.” He holds his digital watch up, which shows the time at 11:59:42. 

“I appreciate it, Lorenzo. What a wonderful gift. Thank you.”

“Gift? Oh no, Huntley, this is just the decor.” He grabs a decadently wrapped box and sets it on the bed. Then he places a smaller one on the top. 

“You didn’t have to get me anything,” I tell him. “The decorations are plenty for me. I will probably lie in bed most of the night and just stare at the balloons. Is that weird?” I ask, feeling a little awkward all of a sudden.

“Not if you will allow me to hold your hand and stare at them with you.”

“I’d be honored,” I tell him, kissing his cheek. 

“Now that we have that settled,” he says, sitting on the bed on one side of the packages and patting the other. “Come open your presents.”

I pick up the small package, sit on the bed, and gently undo the ribbon before pulling off the wrapping paper. Inside, I find a book of works by San Agustín, a theologian and philosopher from the fourth century.

“Do you remember our first date when we were in my library, and I read from this book?”

“I do. ‘La medida del amor es amar sin medida.’ The measure of love is to love without measure. And, if I remember right, that’s about when we heard gunfire in the castle.”

“You are right. Not only was it our first date, but it was also the first time you saved my life. Do you remember the second time?”

“Of course, Lorenzo. We were on your yacht.”

“And you were the first woman to ever step foot on it,” he adds.

“Besides your mother,” I correct, teasing. 

He cradles my face in his hands. “Insomuch as love grows in you, so beauty grows. For love is the beauty of the soul. You are the beauty of my soul, Lee. I love you.”

My heart swells with joy at the same time my stomach drops. He shouldn’t love me. And I can’t say it back. It wouldn’t be fair to him. Lorenzo makes me wish I were a normal girl. The kind of girl who would be thrilled to hear his words of love. I consider saying something like thank you, but I figure that would be dumb, so I just gaze into his eyes, hoping it’s enough. Hoping he sees through my hardened exterior and knows, somehow, that I feel the same. And that I wish I could tell him. 

After a moment, he breaks eye contact, picking up the other package and setting it on my lap. I quickly tear open the wrapping to find the beautiful chess set from his study with its inlaid marble chessboard and intricately carved but worn wooden pieces. 

“I can’t accept this, Lorenzo. It must be quite old.”

“It’s been in my family since the sixteenth century and is passed to the eldest son on his sixteenth birthday. But I must give it to you, for every time I look at it, I recall the desire in your eyes. Desire I’d like to fulfill in the future. I hope that you will continue this tradition, by passing this on to your son on his sixteenth birthday. And if I’m lucky enough that your child is also my son, that will mean I have lived a truly blessed life.”

I throw myself into his arms, giving him a tight hug. Then we lie down on the bed, holding hands and staring at the balloons floating in the air above us until we fall asleep.




MISSION:DAY TWO




The sun shines in through the curtains, reflecting off the balloons and giving the room a colorful glow. I wake up feeling like I’m in the midst of a rainbow. The effect is even more stunning than the night before. Or maybe it’s the afterglow of sleeping in Lorenzo’s arms all night. 

“Good morning, my sweet,” he murmurs in my ear, causing me to melt. 

I know, eventually, the helium will fade, all the balloons will drop to the ground, and he’ll be left picking up the pieces—just like he will in our relationship. Part of me wants to confront him about his impending engagement, but I don’t want to ruin this moment. 

“Good morning, Your Highness,” I say with a little giggle.

“I have to admit, this is a surprise,” he says. “Waking up in bed with a beautiful woman, fully clothed, and being happy about it.”

I lean down and give him a kiss. “You’re very cute.”

“Cute? I have been called handsome, rakish, debonair, suave, sophisticated, and even dapper. But I don’t think I have ever been called cute.”

“Well, I think you are. What are your plans for the day?”

He leans down and kisses my forehead. “I plan to spend the day with you. Let’s have breakfast here, in your suite. We are due downstairs around ten thirty for pre-departure drinks.”

I glance at the clock, and seeing it’s already eight, I pop out of bed. “Why don’t you order breakfast while I shower?”

“Sounds like a plan. Although we could conserve water by showering together,” he says sexily.

My breath catches, stopping me in my tracks. I don’t want to turn him down. I don’t want to stop his advances. There’s nothing I would like more than to say yes. 

“Um,” I end up saying. 

He takes my hand in his. “I understand,” he says. “We will wait for such exquisite pleasures.”

I nod, swallowing the lump in my throat. Because I have to. I’m afraid, if I open my mouth again, I will beg him to join me. And I’m already in deep with him emotionally; if I let it get physical, I will never be able to finish my mission. Because I won’t want to leave him. 

Instead, I race into the bathroom and turn on the water, locking the door behind me—to lock myself in more than to keep him out. 

I quickly strip off my clothes and get into the shower, allowing the steamy water to rush over my body. I close my eyes and think about my next mission as I wash my hair. I must stay focused on that. 

While I thought that going after The Priest would be my most dangerous mission, I realize I was wrong. The stakes will just continue to get higher as I work my way up the chain of deceit. 

In school, they taught us to think critically. To dissect plots on the fly. We must identify the players, figure out what they want to accomplish, why they want it. Understanding the motivation behind a plot can help you make assumptions in a case. The problem is, so far, we don’t know anything, except that it starts in Montrovia. What bothers me is that I feel Black X knows more than they are sharing with us. Our missions are simply leading us along some predetermined path. And, somehow, that path is related to my mother’s death. 

I’d thought, when I found The Priest, I would get some answers. But he knew nothing; he was just a hired gun. If it’s true that former president John Hillford Senior himself ordered the hit on my mother, the question is, why? What did she know? Was she investigating the president? Maybe that’s where I need to look. It could be the key to unraveling everything. 

“The key. The lockbox key for the Royal Montrovian Bank,” I say out loud. 

Could something in it point me in the right direction? Although, based on what was in the vault in Switzerland, I highly doubt it. Mom would never have knowingly put me in danger. 

I pause, sucking in a deep breath, as realization hits me. 

Actually, that’s not true. We traveled together for her “work” all the time. I was probably always in some kind of danger. 

My mind flits back to a time when we were in Casablanca. We had been strolling through the city and were on the grounds of the Cathédrale du Sacré Cœur. My dad was supposed to “meet a friend” there, and while we waited, my mom was telling me about how the castle was built in the 1930s, making it new compared to the city itself, which dated back to the tenth century BC. My dad got a call on his phone, and his eyes got big. He and Mom shared a panicked look. I could sense something was wrong, and when we abruptly split up, I got scared. 

“Where is Daddy going?” I asked in French since that was the language we were speaking on this trip. 

She tightly grabbed my hand, practically dragging me through the grounds and then down a curved street, toward an art school. 

“I don’t have time to explain. We have to hurry, Lee,” she also said in French, trying to keep her voice sounding calm but it came out with a shrill. 

When we got inside the school, we rushed upstairs, down a long, narrow hall, and then back down a different set of stairs. 

She stopped briefly at the door, holding me back with one arm, while she surveyed the alley. 

“We’re going to have to split up,” she said, pointing. “Run straight that way to the Boulevard Hassan I, take a left, and then another left onto Boulevard Moulay Youssef. Go to the US Consulate. Tell them your name and that you and your mom got split up. I will meet you there. You will need to speak in English even though we’ve been speaking French on this trip. Okay?”

“Okay, Mom.” I heard a car screech to a stop somewhere nearby. 

“Go, Lee!” she said. “And, no matter what you hear, don’t turn around.”




But I did turn around. After I was safely behind the corner of a building, I stopped and peeked my head out, seeing two men in suits hopping out of a dark sedan, both brandishing weapons. And I instinctively knew, I’d better follow my mother’s directions exactly if I ever wanted to see her again. 




I walked to the Consulate like I knew exactly where I was going. Because I did. Mom always made me get to know the local area whenever we arrived in a new city. 

And, when I got there, I calmly told them my mother’s name and that we’d gotten separated. 

The soldier at the door was kind, took me inside, and hit a few keys on a computer. Whatever he saw caused his eyes to perceptibly widen. Then he said, “Come with me.”

I followed him to an elevator where he instructed me to wait. The elevator doors parted, revealing a tall man in a different type of uniform. This one, all black. 

He pulled me into the elevator with him and placed his palm on a screen. Instead of the elevator going upward, as expected, I could feel us descending. 

When the doors opened, a large space was spread out in front of us. It looked like something out of a war movie with huge flat-paneled screens showing diagrams and charts and live video feeds.

“What is all that?” I asked.

“It’s a normal part of all Consulates,” he told me. “It just allows us to monitor news and other information going on in the country. Our job is to keep our citizens who are traveling here safe. Now, tell me where you were when you lost your mom.”

He led me into the room and pulled up a map on the computer. I showed him the art school and where we had been before. I didn’t tell him about the armed men since I wasn’t supposed to see that. 

He nodded to someone standing next to him and then led me to a kitchen where he got me a snack. 

“Stay here and eat. And don’t worry; we’ll find your mom.”

But it wasn’t until the next morning when we were all reunited. My dad walked with a limp that he shrugged off as an old football injury, saying that it had gotten irritated when sightseeing through the old streets. But my mom was banged up, like she’d been in a car accident. Her right cheek was bruised, and the eye above it was swollen nearly shut. There were six stitches on her neck, and her arm was in a sling. She told me that she’d gotten mugged, but I know better than that now.

I dry off, wrap myself up in a plush hunter-green bathrobe with a Prescott Manor monogram, and comb my hair. There’s a knock at the door, so I rush out of the bathroom to answer it, suddenly feeling starved. 

I notice that Lorenzo has changed out of his suit and into a matching robe. He’s sitting at the table, reading the morning paper, and his hair is wet. He must have gone back to his room and showered already.

“I’ll get it,” I tell him when I see him start to rise.

When I open the door, I’m surprised to find Daniel with a large tray of food.

“Your breakfast is served, Miss Von Allister,” he says with a devilish look in his eye. “I don’t know what all you ordered, but it looks like enough for two. Thought I would join you.”

He doesn’t give me a chance to reply before he walks in past me and toward the table. But then he stops midway upon seeing Lorenzo in my room. And I know how it looks.

“I’ll just drop this here,” he says, his voice turning cold, as he sets it on the table. “You two have a great morning.” Then he turns on his heel and walks back out of the room. 

I follow him. “Daniel,” I say, catching him in the hall, “it’s not how it looks.”

“What makes you think I care how it looks? And what’s with all the balloons?”

“It was my birthday yesterday. He decorated.”

He grabs my wrist. “You’re still wearing my watch.”

“Yes.”

“But you’re with him now?”

“No, Daniel. I’m not with anyone. Lorenzo and I are friends. I mean, we’ve kissed, but that’s—”

“I get it. I just wanted to say good-bye. I’m not going to the tennis match. I got invited to join this club thing. I am going to an interview for that, and then I have to head back to the States to practice. Tryouts are coming up fast. Will you be back in DC soon?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Well, if you are, give me a call. I was serious about the tour.”

“Thanks, Daniel.” I lean forward and give him a kiss on the cheek. 

He grips my arms with his hands. “Lorenzo’s going to break your heart. You know that, right? They are going to announce his engagement as early as next week.”

“That’s soon.” 

“Yeah, and he’s yet to tell you. What does that say about your Prince Charming now?”

“You seem upset. Do you like Lizzie?”

“I just don’t think it’s fair that she has to marry someone she doesn’t love. Who does that in this day and age?”

“Royalty, I guess. It seems like a stupid law to me, but at the same time, I understand the need for an heir to the throne. And it doesn’t help that his life is still in danger.”

“Why do you think that?” he asks, gazing intently at me. 

And I realize I just slipped up. 

“Because his security detail seems to think so, I guess,” I reply, covering.

He rolls his eyes. “Sounds like the Secret Service that is guarding me. They act like a terrorist is hiding in every corner of every room.”

“But what I don’t understand is, why would Lizzie agree to this at all? Can’t she say no?”

“Do you want her to?” he asks.

“Honestly, I don’t know what I want. Lorenzo and I went through something traumatic together, and we bonded because of it. I have feelings for him, but I’ve only known him a short time, and I don’t know if those feelings are just because of what we went through or if it could be something more. My life has changed so much in such a short time. Finding out about my father, inheriting a ton of money, learning I have a brother, and then meeting all of you and getting sucked into this crazy, amazing world of privilege.”

Daniel leans against the wall. “And what about me?”

I smile at him. “I like you, Daniel. I think you know that.”

“I like you, too. And, remember, even though Peter and I weren’t kidnapped along with you, we still went through a lot. It’s bonded us all.”

He reaches out and runs his hand down my damp hair. “I’m going to tell you something I probably shouldn’t, but our government thinks you are right. Something is going on in Montrovia. They don’t seem to know what, but they also believe Lorenzo is in danger. Especially after what happened to Ophelia and Clarice.”

I decide to confide in him about something important. Something I wonder if our government really knows. “Can we go in your room?” 

He gives me a grin. “I thought you’d never ask, Huntley.”

“I want to tell you something about all that in private, not in the hall.”

He narrows his eyes at me and then takes my hand, leading me into his room. “Okay, what?”

I pat the front of his jacket and feel his phone. “Would you turn on some music?”

“You going to strip for me?” he asks. But he doesn’t smile. It’s like he’s instinctively following along with my ruse. 

When a loud rap song blares out, one I know he listens to when working out, I take a step closer to him and put my mouth up to his ear. “I’m not sure if our government knows the truth about what happened after we were kidnapped. The story in the papers, saying that Ophelia was killed by the kidnappers, isn’t true.”

He grabs my shoulders and presses me back slightly, so he can look into my eyes, trying to judge if I’m telling the truth or not. 

After studying me, he finally says, “Tell me.”

“Ophelia was behind the kidnapping. She hired men to kill Lorenzo. Apparently, she had some serious hate for Montrovia. She said she was going to sell the Strait to the highest bidder and then close the casinos, sink the yachts, and become queen, ruling as she saw fit. The British agent, Gallagher, killed her.”

“I want you to come back to DC with me and see the White House,” he says. 

I’m a little confused as to why in the world he would say that after what I just told him.

But then I realize he didn’t whisper it. 

“Would I also be seeing your father?” I ask, thinking maybe that’s what he means. 

He nods furiously. “Yes.”

But I know I can’t go. I have to stay in London for my mission. 

“I can’t leave with you today, but I’ll come as soon as I can.” I pull him back close and whisper again, “The fact that Clarice was assassinated after Ophelia was killed means whatever was going on isn’t over.”

He nods and then whispers back, “And, with the Olympics being held in Montrovia, it makes it all a little scary.” He gives me a quick kiss. “Take care of yourself, Huntley.”

“I will,” I reply. 

But, as I’m walking down the hall, back to my room, my mind is going crazy. Could something bad happen at the Olympics?

“Everything okay?” Lorenzo asks. 

I sit down across the table from him, noticing that he has spread out our food but hasn’t started eating yet, the warming domes still over the plates. 

“When was it announced that the Summer Olympics would be held in Montrovia?” 

He sort of shakes his head, his mind obviously not expecting my question. 

“Do you need to know the exact date?”

“Yes.”

He gets out his phone and presses a few buttons. “Nearly seven years ago, in September. They must announce the host city far in advance to allow time to build the necessary infrastructures needed for hosting such an event.”

“And the world will descend into Montrovia in just a few months?”

“Yes.”

“Lorenzo, have you ever considered that whatever is supposed to start in Montrovia might have something to do with such an event?”

He closes his eyes, suddenly looking tired. “No, I haven’t.”




We don’t talk much during breakfast, Lorenzo clearly distressed by the thought.

I’ve been running evil schemes through my head, but no matter what horrors I come up with, the result is the same. While there could be tragedy in Montrovia, other than sorrow over lost souls, I can’t imagine how anything would directly affect the rest of the world whether it be physical or economic ruin. While Montrovia is known to be a safe place to house wealth, a financial ruin wouldn’t greatly affect the world. If the capital city were destroyed by some kind of bomb, it would be a tragedy, but what would it trigger? A war, perhaps, depending on who was responsible. 

If you want to hurt citizens of every major country in the world, the Olympics would be the place to do it. But my thoughts keep returning to one piece of information Ophelia mentioned—she was going to sell the Strait of Montrovia to the highest bidder. That would have had worldwide ramifications. But taking over the Strait could be done at anytime. 

That brings me back to square one.

I break the silence. “Lorenzo, I’ve been sitting here, thinking of all sorts of horrible things, different terror situations, that could happen at the Olympics, but while tragic, what would it start?”

“Montrovia’s demise, I would assume,” he replies. “It would cripple our economy if we couldn’t keep our tourists safe. If there were a major terrorist attack, I suspect it would destroy Montrovia as we know it.”

“So you’d have a rough few years. You’d have to do some rebuilding, rebranding. You’d have the world’s sympathy though. Other countries would be rushing to help.”

“Or worse, rushing to take control,” he states, looking upset.

“Giving them control of the Strait of Montrovia?” 

“Exactly. In many ways, it would also give them control of Europe,” he adds, getting up from his chair and kissing the top of my head. “I’m sorry, Huntley, but I must immediately discuss this with the heads of my armed forces. If you will excuse me.” 

“Of course,” I say. 

But he is already gone. 




I finish getting ready, put on the dress Dr. Kate sent for me to wear today, and then go downstairs. I could actually use a mimosa right now. I am also wondering if I should call Black X and let them know my thoughts on this. But what I should probably do is talk it over with my brother.

“Good morning,” Ari says, pulling me aside. “I was just asked to interview for something called The Society.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not sure. It’s invite only. The wealthy of the world. Charity stuff. Making a difference. It was a little vague. More will be revealed at the interview.”

“Was I invited? Were you supposed to tell me about it?”

“I think it’s a guy thing.”

“Are you kidding me? What century is this? And who invited you?”

“Well, I’m not sure. I got a note.”

“A note? What if it’s a trap, Ari? Or what if it’s just Allie messing around, wanting to reveal all of herself?”

“She’s already done that.” He grins. “Daniel has an interview, too. And I believe Lorenzo might already be a member. I think most of the men here, at the Prescott’s, are in it.”

“And it’s a secret society?”

“Well, have you ever heard of it?”

“No, but I’ve been locked away for the last six years. But I have studied them. Throughout history, there have been rumors of secret societies. And if you believe the conspiracy theories, those kinds of groups rule the world, not the politicians—wait! There were conspiracy theories on my mom’s necklace. Terrance said they weren’t important, but what if they are? What if this society is behind what’s been going on?”

“That would mean, the men we’ve met this weekend are all evil. You told me you thought Peter’s father was a good guy. That he was trustworthy.”

“Do you not agree with that assessment?” I ask.

“Even though I shouldn’t because we don’t really know him, I do agree. He’s pretty amazing.”

“And to hear him talk about Ares makes him seem more real, you know?”

“Yeah, I do know. It’s clear they were quite close at one point.”

“Speaking of close,” I say under my breath as Aleksandr Nikolaevich and Malcolm Prescott make their way toward us. 

“See what you can find out,” Ari says, quickly ditching me. 

I exchange good mornings with the two men. 

“Okay, I’m just gonna ask. What is this Society thing Ari got invited to interview with, and is it really only for boys?”

“Men,” Aleksandr says with a smile. “And you’re not supposed to know about it.”

“She is Ares’s daughter. You remember how he was—had to know everything,” Malcolm argues.

“I might be the same way,” I suggest, hoping it will make it seem like I’m naturally curious and not peppering them for information.

“Well then, let’s show her,” Aleksandr says to Malcolm. Then he turns to me and says, “But you have to promise to speak to no one about what we tell you. For fear of death.” 

I notice a grin on each of their faces. 

“Oh. Now, you’re patronizing me.” I roll my eyes. “Never mind. I’ll just go get a cup of tea and join the women on the terrace—where I belong.”

“Bullshit,” Malcolm says, wrapping his arm around my neck. “But we do have to discuss it in private.”

He leads us into a massive library. I scan the shelves, sliding my hand from one rare novel to the next. But then I realize the books aren’t just collector’s editions; there are present-day thrillers and historical fiction hardcovers intermingled with the priceless. 

“You have a wide-ranging collection,” I state. “Have you read all these books?”

“Not yet,” Malcolm says. “But it is my goal. When I retire maybe, but I do take an hour every day to read. It stimulates the brain and keeps you sharp.”

“And that is a direct quote from your father,” Aleksandr says to me, laughing. “Something he practiced faithfully. We’d be out, tearing up the town, and we’d find him in a corner, reading.”

“Tell me about The Society. How was it created? What does it stand for? If it does good deeds, why is it a secret?”

“How it started is shrouded in mystery,” Malcolm says. “And I’ll be honest; I love a good puzzle.” He points to a podium where a book sits, encased in glass. “One of my prized possessions. A gift from your father.”

“My father?”

“Yes, we were curious young men. Your father, downright brilliant. We were all invited to join, but he needed to know more. After much research, he deduced that The Society was actually started by the Medici family in Florence during the Renaissance. A passage in this book convinced Ares that Medici himself started the group as a way to protect himself from his enemies in foreign lands. He invited artists and lower royalty under the guise of contributing to charity for the arts, but really, it was to have his pulse on the state of the world as he knew it.”

“I’ve been to Florence with my mom,” I say.

But then I realize that was something I forgot. We had visited the city shortly before she was killed. 

“Where did you go?” Aleksandr asks.

“Where didn’t we go, is a better question,” I say, fudging because I can’t remember exactly. But I did study the Medici family in school. I’m hoping it’s enough to wing it. “Did my father join?”

“All of us did. We were recruited by Lorenzo’s father,” Malcolm says. “Like I said, royalty.”

“The movers and shakers of the world?”

“Something like that. Power has been wielded in different ways throughout history, but one thing tends to trump all.”

“And what’s that?”

“Gold, of course,” Malcolm says with a laugh.

“In other words, you only get invited if you are very wealthy?”

“I’d say it’s more a combination of political, monetary, intellectual, and ecclesiastical ties,” Aleksandr adds.

“Is it like other secret orders in history—the Freemasons, Rosicrucians, and Illuminati?”

Aleksandr and Malcolm share a glance and then both imperceptibly nod, causing Malcolm to say, “By telling you about The Society, we are breaking our solemn oath.” 

Aleksandr closes the door tightly and locks it. 

I feel a little nervous about being locked in, so I quickly scan the room, finding numerous items I could put to use as weapons. There are volumes of heavy books, a marble plinth, a crystal ice bucket, a wine opener, an ancient sword hanging on the wall, and a fireplace poker. I back my way toward the fireplace, just in case. 

“Are you guys mad at me for asking so many questions?” 

“On the contrary,” Malcolm says. “We’re excited that you are. Is your brother not as inquisitive as you? He has asked us nothing.”

“Probably not. He was raised in a military family. His father expected him not to question orders. Plus, his note said that more will be revealed. My mom, on the other hand, indulged me by answering everything she could. The things she didn’t know, we would look up together. She was maybe a little bohemian in nature,” I lie. 

Well, I sort of lie. My mother did always try to answer my questions, but there was definitely a time and a place for it. Looking back and knowing that she was a spy means things I didn’t understand now make sense. Like why she’d occasionally leave me in a hotel room by myself to watch a movie. Why there were times we’d suddenly leave a place. Why she’d tell me to blend in and only speak in a certain language. Why, sometimes, we would dye our hair for fun. 

A memory comes back—dyeing our hair, a desert location.

“That’s why we’re going to indulge you,” Aleksandr says. He walks across the room and hits an unseen lever, causing another secret door to open. 

“Ladies first,” he says. 

I swallow hard, wondering if I should go inside, the warnings about Aleksandr from the CIA director flashing through my head. And why do I even care about this stupid rich boys’ club? I highly doubt it has anything to do with my mother’s death or Montrovia, especially knowing that Lorenzo’s father was a member, too. They say that curiosity killed the cat. Maybe I shouldn’t have asked so many questions, but I also know that, even unarmed, I could take down two grown men. 

I look at my wrist, seeing the new Cartier watch but knowing it’s not quite the same as my father’s. Then the realization that he probably wasn’t my biological father makes me sad, driving me into the room. I need to discover everything I can about Ares and his former life. 

I take a few steps into what appears to be a poker room. There’s a large humidor on one wall and a well-stocked bar on the other. The room doesn’t look the least bit menacing. 

“Speaking of an old boys’ club,” I say with a laugh, looking around. 

“Yes, well, my wife won’t allow me to smoke in the house, so this is our compromise room,” Malcolm explains. “It’s fully sealed, soundproof, and has its own ventilation system.”

“And enough pleasures to keep us happy for a very long time.” Aleksandr chuckles. 

“I feel so stealth in here,” I joke. “Are we going to play poker?”

“No, but if you don’t mind, we might like to enjoy a cigar while we tell you about The Society.”

“I don’t mind,” I reply. 

They go directly to the humidor and spend about five minutes choosing the right cigar before pairing it with the right scotch. I study them carefully, sensing their camaraderie and wondering if Ari and I would have been a part of their world had Ares  wanted to raise us. 

When they join me in the leather-couch-filled sitting area, Malcolm says, “For just a moment, you looked sad. Tell me why.”

“You seem to have such a wonderful friendship, and I was thinking about how, if Ares had claimed us as his children from the start, my life would have been so different. I know it’s not nice to talk ill of the dead, but it kind of makes me hate him.”

“As I told you, your father was a brilliant man, but he was not without his idiosyncrasies. I will admit though, we were very shocked to learn he had children. He always said he didn’t want them. He was worried about our future world. Worried about overpopulation. Said he didn’t want to contribute to it.”

“I guess that explains it then. He never wanted us.”

“I sort of assumed he never knew about you—until I saw your birth certificates. It’s obvious, based on your names alone, that he did.”

“I would hate him, too,” Aleksandr says, surprising me. “I can’t imagine a situation that makes it okay to abandon your children.”

“I have a question. Something has been eating at me since Ari and I discovered that we are twins. Do you think Ares was the kind of man who was capable of lying to my mother and telling her that Ari had died?” 

Both men look shocked I would even suggest such a thing, but Aleksandr starts nodding his head. 

“I mean, I know he ended up getting military contracts and stuff, and I’m sure I’m making a ridiculously huge assumption, but I know that my mother didn’t give him up. I know that she always mourned for him. And I just can’t fathom any other reason to explain the situation. Did either of you know Ari’s adoptive father? He was a four-star general who worked at the Pentagon. General Bradford.”

“Paul Bradford?” Malcolm says slowly, like he just realized something. But then he recovers. “I’m afraid I didn’t have the pleasure, but his reputation preceded him.”

The men share a glance, and I sense that they most certainly have heard of him and something possibly just clicked regardless of what they say.

Malcolm rubs his hand across his forehead, looking distressed. 

“What?” I ask.

“This is going to sound crazy to you, but your father could be irrational at times, especially when he wanted something.”

Aleksandr shakes his head at Malcolm, seeming to indicate that he shouldn’t tell me whatever he is about to.

“No,” Malcolm insists. “It all makes sense now.”

“What does?”

“Why you and your brother were separated. I believe that Ares lied, told your mother her son had died, and offered him to Paul Bradford as a bribe.”

“Aside from the moral questions, why did he do that? What did he want?”

“Have you ever heard of the echelon?”

“Are we talking about the Medici family again?” 

They nod. 

“The echelon was what they considered the top tier of their society. Or is it more than that?” I ask. 

“As you know, the Medici family were bankers and had great wealth. Many of today’s royal families have Medici in their bloodlines because way back then Lorenzo the Magnificent wanted stability in the region, in the world. The Renaissance was a time of peace, and Medici wanted it to continue, but not everyone agreed with him, so he formed The Society. A group from the upper echelon of society whose goal was to control the world without politics interfering.”

“And The Society you belong to today, does it have the same goal?”

“One thing you will learn about the very wealthy is most manage to increase their holdings regardless of where they are from because their investments, particularly in this day and age, are rarely tied to one country. Our members are upper echelon, and we strive to bring stability to the world as a whole. A noble cause, we believe.”

“I agree that is a good thing, but how do you bring stability exactly?”

“Let’s just say that, when you bring together those with power, influence, and money, it’s easier to make good things happen.”

“Good things for its members or good things for the world?” I ask. “In other words, does The Society want to control the world?”

“The world as a whole is what we strive for. And I wouldn’t say control. I would say the goal is to gently guide it.”

“Where does my father and the general fit in?”

“In 1997, military operations were taking place in Iraq, as was the rebuilding after the first Gulf War. One of your father’s ideas was something called TerraSphere.” Malcolm takes a puff of his cigar. 

“I’ve heard of the Terra Project. Is that similar?”

“Yes, and no. Where did you hear of it?”

“Lorenzo’s cousin, Clarice, told us all about it during Race Week in Montrovia. We were drinking champagne, and I wasn’t listening that closely, but I do remember Peter and Lorenzo discussing it with her later. It had something to do with going back to bartering instead of using currency. She mentioned everyone working together for the greater good and having equal access to resources. The way she put it sounded great, except we know from history that socialism doesn’t work.”

“Your father’s TerraSphere was simply a specific design for a new type of city. A city that uses solar, water, and wind energy rather than depleting our natural resources—one that is environmentally green.”

“How does this all relate to General Bradford?”

“General Bradford was instrumental in the rebuilding process. As you can imagine, it was quite an expensive undertaking. Your father wanted to put his plan in motion. He was earning a lot of money but had to get government funding in order to finance the development of the project. Bradford was against it. He believed in acting on concrete information, not something that sounded good on paper. And even with Ares’s connections to the upper echelon in The Society, no one in the military was going to allow it unless Bradford approved, and he was a man with a reputation above reproach.”

“In other words, he couldn’t be bought?”

“Exactly. But he and his wife were childless. I remember Ares mentioning it. In fact, his exact words were, ‘Unless I want to steal a baby boy for that bastard, this deal will never happen.’”

“Were you involved in the deal? Why did he tell you about it?”

“Aside from the fact that we were friends and often discussed business, he wanted my company to do the actual construction of the project.”

“Do you remember when Viktor was born?” Aleksandr asks Malcolm. He’s been quiet up until now. “He suggested offering him up to the general. At the time, I thought he was just joking.”

“It makes sense now—why the general had a sudden change of heart,” Malcolm says. “I figured Ares had finally offered him so much money that he couldn’t refuse. I never would have agreed to—” He shakes his head, and then he leans over and pats my hand. “I’m sorry, Huntley.”

I get up, pour myself a scotch, and quickly down it. “I used to wish I had met Ares Von Allister. Now, I’m glad I didn’t. I hate him.”

If I didn’t know before whether I could trust Malcolm Prescott and Aleksandr Nikolaevich, I absolutely do now. The look of utter disgust on their faces over what Ares did mimics my own.

“And then, after that, he got to build TerraSphere?” I ask.

“Not right away. We didn’t start construction for nearly ten years. Ares kept tweaking the plans, wanting it to be perfect. Even then, it wasn’t. We had to make numerous corrections on the fly. Despite the general’s reservations, it turned out to be quite the success. 

“Normally, when you build such a project, you are shipping in parts and equipment from around the world. For the most part, the materials used were readily available locally. All we had to do was add the technology, and, boom, it’s a new way to live. 

“I’m sending Peter there to see it this summer. He’s not thrilled, but I’m making him go. It’s about time he learns what this business he will inherit entails. Would you like to go with him? The facility is owned by a subsidiary company that was a joint venture between our three companies. And, since you’ve inherited massive amounts of stock in each, you have a vested interest.”

“Do you have any photos? I’m having a hard time envisioning it,” I say, dread forming in the pit of my stomach.

“Of course,” he says, setting his cigar in an ashtray and taking out his phone. He scrolls through numerous photos. “Before I show you this, I should tell you, the project is top secret. Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

“We built it out in the middle of nowhere in order to see if it truly was self-sufficient. We don’t want word getting out or anyone trying to copy the design, so we just haven’t broadcast it.”

“When was it finally completed?” I ask, thinking it must be fairly new.

“Six or seven years ago, I guess,” Malcolm says. 

I do everything I can not to flinch at the timing. 

“That sound about right, Aleksandr?”

Aleksandr leans back in his seat and thinks for a second while taking a puff. Then he nods. “Sounds about right to me.”

Malcolm hands me his phone. When I see the photo, even though I am expecting it, I’m so shocked that I drop it. 

“Sorry, I’m such a klutz,” I say, making a scene over being sure the screen didn’t crack when it hit the hardwood floor. “It looks like one of those crop circles, only out in the desert.”

“That’s exactly what I said,” Malcolm says with a laugh. “But the damn thing is efficient. And we’d like to start building these in more cities around the world.”

“I don’t get it. Was this thing worth giving up his son for?”

“It could change the world, quite honestly,” Aleksandr states. “Even though my company was built on the oil and gas industry, imagine a world where we didn’t need it. Where we could live green. It would revolutionize our society’s impact on the environment.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No,” Aleksandr says fiercely. “I would never have given up my son. I would have found another way to make it happen.”

“Are you interested in joining The Society, Huntley?” Malcolm asks, trying to change the subject to something more pleasant. “Maybe it’s time we petition to allow women in the group.”

“If my father was obsessed with The Society, then I want no part of it. If you’ll excuse me, I think I need some air,” I say, suddenly getting up and getting the hell out of there. 
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As soon as the door shuts and Huntley leaves, the two men look at each other, shaking their heads. 

“Can you believe Ares was capable of that?” Aleksandr asks. 

“Honestly, no. Yet it doesn’t surprise me either,” Malcolm replies. “He was relentless when he set out on a path.”

“But his own son? His heir?” Aleksandr argues. 

Malcolm shrugs. “At least, in the end, he left them everything. Maybe, in his warped mind, he thought it was enough. What’s your assessment of his children?”

“Ari is a good kid. Stand-up guy. A little too rigid possibly,” Aleksandr says. “Definitely a rule follower. But, boy, he looks like Ares. It almost freaks me out a little.”

“Back when he was fun to be around,” Malcolm adds.

“He always got wrapped up in things, but sometimes, brilliant minds work differently. It seemed the older he got, the more he’d go away for longer time periods until he just finally stopped coming out. What do you think of Huntley? She is beautiful.”

“Yes,” Malcolm agrees. “But you can see the cunningness in her eyes. She’s smart and driven.”

“And, right now, very pissed off.”

“Pissed off or hurt?” Malcolm asks. “It was hard to tell for sure.”

“Oh, she’s definitely pissed. If Ares were here in this room, her look alone would have killed him.”

“I feel bad for her,” Malcolm says. “Maybe we shouldn’t have told her.”

“If I had known before this moment that Ares gave his son away, I wouldn’t have told her, but I was just as shocked as she was, and I couldn’t hide it. Even I don’t have that good of a poker face.”

Malcolm laughs. “You have always had the best poker face of all of us.” He looks around the room, feeling melancholy. “I miss the old days sometimes, Aleksandr. You, me, Ares, Jack Junior, and Gio—before he became king.”

“Do you think she will tell her brother?”

“Absolutely not,” Malcolm replies.

“So the truth isn’t important to her? Interesting,” Aleksandr states. “In a way, that makes her even more like Ares. He could be a cold son of a bitch sometimes.”

“Obviously more than we knew,” Malcolm says, taking a slug. “I wish Peter were more like her. It’s too bad Ares didn’t bother to get to know her. She could have taken over his empire. She’d be lethal in the boardroom. With the right mentor, she could have taken it to greater heights. What do you think about petitioning The Society to allow her entrance?”

“You heard her; she has no desire.”

“I do hope I can get her to go with Peter to TerraSphere. Maybe he could learn from her,” Malcolm says hopefully.

“Doubtful,” Aleksandr says. “I don’t think your son will ever take to the business. But he is still young. Anything is possible. We weren’t exactly responsible at his age.”

“Lorenzo seems like he’s stepped up to the plate. With all that’s gone on with Montrovia though, I worry about him.”

“He seems to fancy Huntley,” Aleksandr states.

“And?”

“And I’m thinking Montrovia would be lucky to have her for its queen.”

“That would make his father proud.” Malcolm smiles. Then he picks up his glass and touches it to his friend’s. “To Montrovia.”
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I leave the room, emotions swirling, and try to act normal as I quickly make my way to my room. When I get there, I lie on my bed and try to make sense of it all. I want to talk to Ari about this. I know I should, but I can’t tell him the truth. I would hurt him. Instead, I text Lorenzo even though he’s probably still in a meeting.

Moments later, he is at my door, looking like he rushed directly here. 

“What’s wrong?” he asks the minute he sees my face. 

I don’t reply, just usher him into the room and shut the door tightly. Then I lead him into the bathroom and turn on the shower. I don’t want to risk anyone overhearing anything.

“Is it true you’re going to be betrothed to Lizzie?” 

“Yes.”

“Is that why you’ve been pushing to court me?” 

“Huntley, I know our time together has been short, but I am in love with you. Before I met you, I would have gladly done my civic duty for my country and accepted an arranged marriage. We would have spent a few years conceiving heirs, and once that was done, I would have been free to have discreet affairs. But, now, the thought of marrying Lizzie turns my stomach. For I am in love with you. I desire no one else. You stimulate me in so many ways. You’re brilliant and gorgeous and tough, and I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with you. I know you’re in the middle of something, and I don’t want to rush our relationship. But I do have a ticking clock. I must be married by my next birthday or give up the crown.”

“When will your engagement to Lizzie be announced?”

“Soon, unfortunately. Honestly, I have considered giving up the crown for you, but I am unsure if you return my affection.”

I swallow. “I learned something today. Something I have to tell you about. I need advice, and I trust you.”

He pulls me into his arms. “All I want to know right now, Huntley, is if you love me.”

I look into his eyes, and I cannot lie. Not about this. But I still can’t say those three simple words. “I am afraid that I do.”

He kisses me. It’s a hard, passionate kiss.

One that makes me sad. 

Because I know I shouldn’t have said what I did. I should be encouraging him to marry Lizzie. To focus on his country, not worry about his heart. I fear that I will do nothing but break it. 

When our kiss is over, he keeps me close. “Now that we have that resolved, what did you need to tell me?”

“I believe that Ares Von Allister told my mother that my brother had died at birth and then gave him to a general as a bribe to have our government build something called the TerraSphere in Iraq.”

“He gave his own son away?”

“Yes. I know my mother would never have agreed to it. She mourned every year on my birthday. She once told me that they never let her see him. That it never allowed her to grieve his loss properly. Now, I understand why they didn’t; he was still alive. I know I should tell Ari the truth, but I just can’t bring myself to do it.”

“It’s understandable that you don’t want to hurt him, Lee, but if it were me, I would want to know. It’s part of his heritage. And, based on what you said, it might be important in your case.”

I cock my head. “How so?”

“I want to help you unravel all of this, but I must be careful in how I go about it. When I left you earlier, I was going to speak to the heads of the Montrovian royal forces, but after much consideration, I decided to delay that conversation.”

“Why?”

“Because you got me thinking about my uncle’s and father’s deaths. Add to that the things Ophelia planned to do, including feeding me to the sharks, and it’s all fishy. Pun intended. Everything happened so quickly after that—my father’s death, my coronation, taking on the duties of my country—and I didn’t take the time to process it all. I didn’t see that it could all be connected. And it hit me; what if it isn’t some kind of terrorist attack? What if there is a plot inside my own government or military?”

I blow out a deep breath of air, the weight of it settling in. “That wouldn’t be good. Do you think you have a traitor in your midst?”

“I’m not sure, but the fact that Clarice was killed after Ophelia means she knew something and was silenced. So I did what you suggested and contacted Mossad. I have to be careful about who I trust. I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to attend the tennis championship with you this afternoon. They are sending a high-level liaison to my home in London, where I have a secure facility in which to share sensitive information. I desperately need to know what they might know as well as help in uncovering the plot.”

“There’s something I haven’t told you about yet, Lorenzo. After Clarice was shot, after she passed, before the police got there, Ari had a little time to go through her home. He was able to recover some items that we hoped might contain clues. We’re still going through her personal diary, phone, and computer drive, but so far, we haven’t come up with anything. But Ari brought an item that he found odd. Ophelia’s closet was completely bare, except for an empty shoebox. He thought maybe the numbers on the outside related to an account of some kind. But, when I took the box apart, I found a one-hundred-dollar bill with the Montrovian royal crest. It looked similar to your currency with a few marked exceptions.”

“What was different?”

“Instead of your father’s photo, there was one of Ophelia. She was wearing what looked like the crown and robe from your coronation and was holding the Royal Scepter and the Rod of Equity and Mercy.”

“How could that be?”

“Um, I don’t know.”

“No, I mean, she shouldn’t have had access to the royal vault. Ever.”

“Do they keep track of who goes in there?”

“Yes, they do. And, when I find out who allowed her in there, the traitor will be dealt with swiftly.”

He starts to leave, eager to get to it. 

“There’s one more thing,” I say. “She gave your country a new name. Arcadia.”

“Arcadia? Why does that sound familiar?”

“I’m not sure if you’ve heard it recently, but in Greek mythology, it was where the god Pan lived in complete harmony with nature. During the Renaissance, it was seen throughout all art forms.”

“It was Utopia. The large painted dome in the crown room features such art. Remember how Clarice was going on and on about that Terra Project—about living with nature in a fully green way? Isn’t that essentially what Arcadia was?”

“Here’s something else I just recently learned. Ares Von Allister developed a city similar to what Clarice described as the Terra Project. It was apparently a top-secret town built in the Iraqi desert during their reconstruction. It was designed by Ares, but building it was a joint venture between Von Allister Industries and Malcolm’s and Aleksandr’s companies. 

“Remember when Peter said his father would be sending him somewhere to check out some project? That’s the project. It was a success. 

“And another crazy coincidence. When my mother died, she gave me her locket and told me it was top secret. All these years, I assumed that meant it was for my eyes only, not that it was actually top secret. But there was a flash drive in it. On the flash drive was a photo of what appears to be that project.”

“Do you think that’s what got your mother killed?”

“I think it’s an awfully big coincidence if it’s not. What if the reason she never introduced me to my father is because he was a bad man? What if she was investigating him? And what if former president John F. Hillford Sr. had her killed because she had seen or discovered something she wasn’t supposed to?”

Lorenzo lowers his head into his hands, shaking it, trying to deal with all this information. Finally, he looks up at me and says, “It seems I have a vested interest in your work beyond your personal safety. From now on, will you please tell me everything?”

“You have my word.”

He gives me a kiss and then says, “I must go now. After the match, will you come to my London residence and spend the night instead of coming back here?”

“That all depends.”

“On what?” he asks, holding me close.

“On if you’re going to show me this secret lair of yours.”

He lets out a chuckle. “It would be my pleasure.”
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With Ari and Daniel having their interviews, Allie not showing up, and Lorenzo heading to his meeting, Peter and I end up being the only ones from our age group going into London for the Aegon Championships at the Queen’s Club. 

“Looks like it’s just the two of us,” Peter says with a quick glance across the terrace.

“Why isn’t Allie coming with us?” I ask. 

“She’s feeling a little under the weather today,” he states, then leans in and whispers to me. “A little too much champagne last night, I’m afraid.”

“That sucks.”

He rolls his eyes. “I don’t think Allie is the girl for me.”

“Really? She’s so sweet.”

“She’s clueless. At first, I found it endearing. Now, I just find it annoying. I can’t believe I’m going to say this because I’m going to sound like my father, but I guess it’s possible that we agree on one thing. I need a woman who is a little more refined. Granted, she is completely gorgeous, but I don’t have the inclination to teach her proper social grace and etiquette. Especially now that I’ll be joining—” He stops speaking, his eyes big. 

Remind me never to tell Peter a secret.

“The Society?” I finish. 

He pulls me aside. “How do you know about that?”

“My brother and Daniel both have interviews today. I asked your dad what the deal was. My father was part of the group, so he told me a little about it. Mostly the history. I have no idea what really goes on, but I assume it’s like any other boys’ club—drinking, card playing, talking about women.”

“It’s much more than that. This group literally controls the world.”

“And how do they do that exactly?” I ask. 

He glances at his very expensive watch. “We have a little time before we leave. Come with me. I want to show you something.”

I follow him back inside the house and down a long hall. 

“I haven’t gotten to see this part of the house yet,” I mention. 

“My parents do a lot of entertaining. Most of the areas you have been in are set up for that purpose. All the art and furnishings were selected to impress. You’ll notice the art in this gallery is much different.”

“It’s more eclectic.”

“Each piece chosen simply because my mother loved it. When we purchased this land, it came with a crumbling seven-hundred-year-old farmhouse. My father wanted to bulldoze the whole thing, but my mother was captivated by its charm. She insisted on restoring it. As a compromise, they built the new home in a similar style to the old one, restored it, and attached it to the main house with the long gallery. It now functions as a private family space.”

“It’s cool that your parents were able to save it. I’ve gotten to talk to your father quite a bit, but I haven’t seen your mom much.”

“Mom isn’t nearly as social as my father,” he says. “She is a bit of an introvert. They are total opposites, but it seems to work for them. It’s pretty cool, really. They have been married and in love for over twenty years, unlike many of my school chums’ parents who have divorced.”

We step into a cozy and charming living area with a large stone fireplace, comfortable linen and velvet-covered furnishings, and old-fashioned wall sconces. There is a compact kitchen to our left and a set of French doors leading to a garden out back. 

“I can see why your mother wanted to save this. It’s so rustic and beautiful. I can just imagine building a fire and doing nothing but reading a good book all day.”

“That’s exactly what she would say. She’s more creative than my father and could see its potential. Although my mother does tend to get what she wants, during the reconstruction, my father got something he wanted as well.”

He walks over to a massive wooden writing table set in front of a picture window. I’m so enthralled by the trellis of roses outside, I almost don’t notice him pull a desk drawer open and place his palm on a biometric scanner. 

A panel slides open opposite the desk, and he leads me through it. “This house was built during a time when Europe was often at war, and we uncovered a tunnel and a vault when trying to shore up the foundation.”

“A vault?”

“Yes, and its brick and stone design was actually quite efficient. My father dug deeper into the bedrock, then fortified the place with steel, and hid the entrance.”

“What’s in the vault? Paintings? Jewels?”

“Something much more valuable than that. And being that your father and my father are old friends, I suspect you have one of your own. Have you not discovered it yet?”

“Discovered what?”

He doesn’t answer my question, simply raises his eyebrows playfully. Then he leads me down a spiral staircase and to a room that’s not much bigger than a stone closet. He pauses to tap his foot three times on the bottom tread, and one of the rock walls opens, revealing a massive steel door. The kind you would see not at a local bank, but more like the Federal Reserve.

He places his palm on a screen, which causes a numeric pad to pop out. He enters a sequence of numbers and has his retina scanned, and then there is a hissing noise as the door opens. 

I walk into the vault, unable to believe my eyes. 

“Gold?”

“And seeds, among other things,” Peter says, rolling his eyes. “My father and his doomsday planning. For a time in the United States it was actually illegal for citizens to own gold. And during the Great Depression, people had to hand over their gold to the government. Quite honestly, it could happen again. Some of the most powerful countries in the world right now are also the ones with the most debt.”

“And you think there is a vault like this at my father’s home?”

“I would suspect he has gold in more than one place. We have vaults like this in each one of our homes. The Society recommends it.”

“Why?”

“Because smart men have always been prepared for the end of the world as we know it. Fortunately, we’ve never needed it, but the world is a scary place. Population keeps increasing. Pretty soon, if we don’t make some changes, we’re going to cause our own extinction.” He glances at his watch. “Oh, we’d better get back. Our chopper transfer to London is due to leave in a few minutes.”

We walk back in silence. My mind is still reeling from the sight of all the gold bricks lined up—not to mention the stacks of metal vault drawers with the names of seeds on them, the barrels of water, and the cache of food, medical supplies, and weapons. Does this Society know something the rest of us don’t? Should we all be preparing for the end of the world?
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It’s not until we’ve arrived in London at the Queen’s Club that Peter finally says, “Did I traumatize you? Are you sitting there, thinking of all the ways the world could end?”

“Kind of.”

He gives me a smile. “I felt the same way when my dad showed me.”

“Does The Society want the world as we know it to end?”

“Absolutely not. But they know that there is evil in the world, and despite their best efforts to maintain peace and keep the world safe for all, there are some things even they can’t stop.”

“Like what?”

“A nuclear holocaust. The zombie apocalypse,” he says with a laugh. “It doesn’t really matter. What matters is that, if something horrific did happen, The Society would be there to pick up the pieces and, once again, help create a peaceful world.”

“In some ways, it’s too bad we don’t have one world government that could keep the world safe.”

“That’s why the United Nations was formed,” he says.

“Except the UN doesn’t have a military force.”

“Therein lies the problem,” he says. “Granted their member states can approve war through lawful authorization, but as with all the governments of the world, it’s a whole lot of politics.”

“Your dad told me The Society cuts through politics to help guide the world in the right direction.”

“Must be his standard pitch,” Peter says, leading me to our seats. 

“Is your dad making you join?”

“If I’m accepted, it will be my decision. I know my dad sees me as a disappointment. Thinks I don’t have enough drive. It’s just that we aren’t interested in the same things. I’d like to save our environment from his companies who seem hell-bent on destroying it—with a few exceptions.”

“Let me guess; you are pretending not to want to go to Iraq to see the TerraSphere, but really, you can’t wait?”

“That about sums it up.”

“Tell me about the project. All I really know is that my father conceived the idea, and there was a joint venture between our companies that made it happen. Also, your father suggested I tag along with you on your trip to go see it. Would you be okay with that?”

“Hell yeah. It’d make it more fun. I can send you the plans and all that, but they are held close to the vest. There’s a lot of money riding on this. While there are other similar ideas and one such place was even built in Florida, this is a fully functional city with over three thousand residents. The cost of building such cities is actually pretty low. It’s self-sustaining, simply by harvesting solar and wind power and converting it to energy, and it has a small environmental footprint.”

“Sounds really cool.”

“It’s also the city of the future. Can you even imagine how much money our stocks will be worth when we sell these cities to the world?”

“Are you in it for the money, or the environment?” I ask him.

“I’ve read a lot of what Bill Gates has to say about the population crisis we are currently in. We’re reaching critical mass, and if we don’t do something to lower our effects on the environment, none of us will be around, and I won’t get to enjoy all that gold my father has stashed. And I don’t know about you, but I plan to enjoy it immensely.”

I can’t help but smile. Peter is both altruistic and a brazen consumer. It’s kind of fun. 

“What do you think, Huntley? You with me?” he asks.

“Yeah, I think I am.”
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Ari and Daniel are playing pool in the billiards room. Both have completed their interviews with multiple members of The Society.

“You planning to go through with the initiation?” Ari asks.

Daniel shrugs as he breaks. Once the balls are spread across the table and a stripe falls in a corner pocket, he speaks, “I can’t think of any reason not to. Based on the little I was told, it’s basically a boys’ club.”

Ari laughs. “For the very wealthy.”

“I think it’s more about influence. Sure, money helps, but so can key positions in various governments. It’s my understanding, they also recruit scientists. Honestly, if it weren’t for my friendship with Peter and the fact that we are both part of the Skull and Bones at Yale, I doubt I would have been asked. I’m a swimmer who hasn’t graduated college yet.”

“Whose father happens to be the president of the United States.”

Daniel takes a shot and misses. Then he grabs a beer from a bucket that was set out for them. “Want one?” he asks. 

“Sure,” Ari says as he lines up a shot. He misses, too.

“We both suck,” Daniel says with a laugh.

“It’s not a video game,” Ari agrees. “I find it interesting that no women are in the group.”

“Peter told me that The Society was started back in, like, the 1400s. Women were viewed differently back then. Plus, can you imagine? Women can bring out the best and worst in men. Although it would be fun if Huntley were part of the group.”

“What about Lorenzo? Do you think he’s already in?” Ari asks.

“They mentioned there are members of royal families, so probably. You know about his situation, right?”

“About the arranged marriage with Lizzie?”

“Yep. It sucks.”

“For him. Why does it suck for you? I thought you liked my sister. If he were engaged, he’d be out of her life.”

“Does your sister tell you everything?” Daniel asks.

“I think so. We have become quite close.”

Daniel places his cue stick on the rack then turns and says, “It’s a gorgeous day, and I’m going to be stuck on a plane for six hours. Want to go out on the terrace?”

“Sounds good to me,” Ari says, doing the same. 

Once they are outside, Daniel asks, “Do you know Huntley and I have hooked up?”

“Yes.”

“And you know she’s maybe in love with Lorenzo?”

“I can see that she has feelings for him,” Ari says carefully. It’s not like he can tell him that Huntley has been sticking close to Lorenzo because he is her mission. “But she has not confessed to being in love with him yet.”

“As she shouldn’t. She’s only known him a short time!”

“About the same amount of time she’s known you,” Ari counters.

“Yeah, but I’m not pressuring her to marry me.”

“And you think Lorenzo is?” Ari asks. 

This is something that Huntley has not mentioned to him. She was upset to learn that Lorenzo might end up marrying Lizzie. He wonders if such a relationship will affect their future missions. Although, lately, he’s been wondering if they should even accept future missions. 

“Do you think he loves her?”

“I think he doesn’t want to marry someone he didn’t choose,” Daniel scoffs. 

“So it’s a control thing? You don’t believe he loves her?” 

Ari disagrees. He’s seen the way Lorenzo looks at his sister. And, more importantly, he’s seen the way she’s drawn to Lorenzo. He also finds it interesting that she had no problem sleeping with Daniel to help their mission, but she won’t sleep with Lorenzo to get close to him. She said it was part of keeping him interested, but Ari’s always known there is more to it. She has grown to care about Lorenzo. Considering what she’s told Ari about her training, that goes against everything she was taught.

“I don’t know. I’m competitive by nature. There’s a part of me that wants Huntley just to win. I sort of feel like Lorenzo is the same. Like it’s all a game. He’s a playboy, used to getting whatever he wants.”

“The same has been said about you.”

“True, but I’m still friends with almost every woman I’ve ever slept with. Lorenzo is not. I don’t want to see Huntley get hurt.”

Ari smiles. “I think my sister can take care of herself.”

“And, on that note,” Daniel says, glancing at his phone, “my car should be here. I gave Huntley an open invitation to stay at the White House. It goes for you, too.”

“Thanks,” Ari says, shaking Daniel’s hand. As he watches him walk away, he studies the Olympic athlete and wonders what Daniel wanted to say but didn’t. 

Ari sits down, feeling the need to think things through. It seems like every time he makes an assumption, he’s proven wrong. But one thing he agrees with Huntley on is, their pasts are directly related to their current mission. 

He just has to figure out how.
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To my surprise, Terrance shows up at the tennis match with a pretty girl on his arm. She has straight-blown brunette hair and is wearing a conservative floral dress, but I can see numerous tattoos peeking out from under it.

“Hey,” he says to me. “Ari said he and Daniel weren’t able to attend, so he gave me their tickets.”

“That’s awesome,” I say, standing up to give him a hug. 

When they sit down in the seats directly behind us, I introduce them to Peter. “Peter, I’d like you to meet Terrance. He’s a computer genius.”

“Way of the world, bro,” he responds. Then he turns to Terrance’s date. “I’m Peter. I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting before.”

“I’m Olivia,” she says.

“No wonder Terrance has a crush,” I blurt out, causing Terrance to turn a bright shade of red. Peter looks confused, so I clarify, “Terrance and Olivia work together, and I’ve heard a lot about her, but we’ve never officially met.”

Olivia offers me a warm smile and then turns to give Terrance a flirty little punch in the shoulder. 

“I think this calls for champagne,” Peter says, excusing himself to get some.

“What are you two doing here?” I whisper the second he leaves. 

“We have news,” Terrance says. “First, congrats. You have a brother.”

“You got the DNA tests back already?”

“I put a rush on them. And the results prove that you are both the children of Kelley Bond.”

“How were you able to get DNA from our mother?”

“It was brilliant really,” Olivia states. “We were able to have DNA extracted from the envelope she left you in the safety deposit box in Zurich. When she licked the envelope to close it, she left DNA. The question now is, who is your father?”

“And I think I have that covered, too. Ari said there were earbuds in the shooting range at the DC home and that they were labeled as Ares’s. If no one else has used them, we just might be able to determine the truth.”

I take a deep breath. “Did you tell Ari yet?”

“Not yet. We’re actually here on official business. I just handed off a packet to William Gallagher about the money man. He’s been tough to find, even knowing his name. The guy lives in the shadows, but Pla—I mean, Olivia here finally tracked him down through a bunch of shell corporations. MI-6 will use that data to figure out how best to get to the man.”

“Intrepid is here?” I ask, realizing I’m excited that I might get to work with him again. 

“Well, at least, he was,” Olivia says. 

I see Peter directing a steward back with a bucket of champagne and know we don’t have much time.

“Olivia, I’m wondering if you are able to hack into Langley.”

She rubs her hands together. “Now, you’re talking.”

“So, yes?”

“What do you need?” she asks, still not committing.

“I want to know everything the CIA has on Blake and Charlotte Cassleberry as well as Ares Von Allister. Peter’s dad told me that he was under constant government scrutiny. I’d like to know why.”

“You got it,” she and Terrance say in unison.

Then Terrance leans forward and whispers, “The money man is as bad as they come. Think twice before you go after him.”

I want to ask him why, but Peter is in front of us, handing out flutes.




A short time later, I excuse myself to use the loo, hoping to find Intrepid.

“Welcome to my country,” he says, taking my hand and kissing it in greeting, as if we’ve never been here at the same time before.

“It’s nice to see you, William,” I say politely.

“What are your plans for tomorrow?” he asks. 

“I’m supposed to attend the Royal Ascot races over the next few day. I’ll even be wearing a hat.”

“Perfect. My team is putting together a plan for intercepting the man who paid The Priest. We’ll be in the underbelly of the world, and the only way we can possibly catch him is to use you as bait.”

“Like a honeypot operation? Am I supposed to pretend to seduce this man so as to catch him off guard?”

“Not exactly,” he says cryptically. “I’m still hoping to find an alternate solution because I’m not at all happy with the current plan. I just can’t put you in that much danger.”

“You saw me in action, Gallagher.”

“Yeah, that’s what scares me.” And then he’s gone. 




As I’m walking back to my seat from the tented area outside, I hear someone yelling my name. I turn to see the British lads Ari and I met in Montrovia. They are all dressed in impeccable British fashion, but they have their ties loosened and are throwing back pints, based on the table littered with empties. 

“Hey, boys,” I say, sauntering over to them. 

I’m greeted with hugs and kisses from everyone, except Wesley, who keeps glancing around, looking nervous.

I kiss both his cheeks and then whisper, “Are you married?”

He lets out a big sigh like he was holding his breath. “Bloody hell, no.”

“So then, you have a girlfriend you didn’t tell me about, she’s here with you, and you are freaking out.”

“Yeah, a little.”

The boys all boo and tell him he’s wet and a wuss. 

I grab the pint out of Wesley’s hand, chug a bit of it down, slam it on the table, and then hold out my hands. “All right, you lads, it’s time you knew the truth about Wesley and me.” 

They hoot and holler like I’m about to give them all the dirty details. 

“While I did leave with the cocky lad, I’m afraid nothing happened between us. Nary even a kiss. If you recall, he was quite sloshed. He lay on the bed and promptly passed out.”

“Bullocks,” Wesley says.

“Do you recall anything other than that?” I ask.

He narrows his eyes at me. “I do recall waking up to you in my bed. And I recall you not being fully dressed.”

“Do any of you happen to remember what I was wearing that night?”

“Oh, I do,” the redhead says. “It was that pink number. Little bands of fabric.” He stops speaking and motions with his hands across his own body to show which parts the bands were covering.

“It was couture and fully beaded as well. If I had slept in it, it would have been ruined. It was late. I didn’t want to call my driver, so I took off my dress and simply slept there.”

“But, the next morning, you acted like something had happened between us.”

“You were severely hungover. I was just being nice.”

This brings a chorus of riotous laughter. 

“That’s so wicked,” one of the boys says. “Wesley has felt utterly guilty for weeks.”

“Well, you did invite me back to your place,” I say, not completely letting him off the hook. “If I were your girlfriend, that wouldn’t have made me very happy. But I won’t tell if you won’t.”

“And what happens in Montrovia stays in Montrovia,” the rest of the group chimes in.

“And what exactly happened in Montrovia that needs to stay there?” a voice says from behind us. 

The boys’ eyes all get huge, wondering who caught them discussing it. 

I turn around and come face-to-face with a young British girl of about sixteen, clad in a knit lilac dress that hugs her body in a way that makes her look much older.

“Bloody hell, Isla,” Wesley says. Then he turns to me and says, “Huntley Von Allister, meet my sister, Isla Windsor.”

“It’s nice to meet you.”

“Did you meet my brother and his band of merry misfits in Montrovia?”

“Yes, I was in town for the race.”

“And what happened there that these idiots don’t want their girlfriends knowing about?”

“Well, there was some gambling,” I say with a smirk. “And there was some drinking. But, as far as what they don’t want their girlfriends to know, that’s easy. They were referring to the fact that we didn’t go to the prince’s party.”

Isla looks aghast. “Why ever not?”

“Because they told me it would be boring.”

“But you could have met the prince of Montrovia! He’s so handsome! And, now, he’s, like, the king!”

“I had already met him. We’re actually very good friends,” I mention.

Her hand goes to her mouth. “Oh my word. You’re her!”

“Yeah, I am.”

Wesley takes charge, shooing his sister away. “You just made her life,” he tells me. 

“Awesome. Well, it was nice seeing you all. I need to get back in there.”

“Who are you here with?” Wesley asks.

“Peter Prescott.”

“Are you dating him, too?”

“No. Lorenzo was supposed to be here but had some business to attend to. I’ve never been before, so Peter offered to be my escort for the day.”

“Now that my sister and her friends know you are here, you’ll probably need a bodyguard.” Wesley laughs.

Doubtful, I think.
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“Do you have plans for dinner?” Peter asks me when the matches are over. 

Terrance and Olivia left long ago, hopefully back to their computers to start hacking for information. 

“I’m supposed to meet up with Lorenzo. I have no idea what kind of plans he has made, but you’re welcome to join us.”

“That’s all right. I was thinking of going back to the country tonight, but Allie is still hungover. Or so she says. She might just want to be alone with your brother.”

“Does that bother you?”

“Not in the least. I actually got invited to a little get-together tonight. I’d like to go, but I didn’t want to just ditch you.”

“I appreciate that. I thought I would stay at Lorenzo’s tonight. I assume we’ll just helicopter out to the Royal Ascot race tomorrow.”

“Sounds like a plan. I have a driver picking us up. Why don’t I drop you off at his place first?”

“That would be great.”




When I get to Lorenzo’s, I’m immediately greeted by Chauncey.

“Huntley!” he yells, jumping into my arms. “I started school and met a bunch of new kids, and it’s really fun!”

“I’m so glad you like it.” 

He takes my hand and leads me to the kitchen. “We were just going to bake some cookies. Will you help us?”

“I need to change first—” I start to say, but he whips an apron off a chair and hands it to me, so I put it on. “What kind are you making?”

“Triple-quadruple chocolate chip,” he says, grinning from ear to ear. 

“Well, I’m sure glad I got here when I did because chocolate is my favorite.”

“Mine, too,” Lorenzo says, sneaking up behind me, wrapping his arms around my waist, and greeting me with a kiss on the side of my cheek. “How were the matches?”

“Fun to watch, but they did not have cookies.” 

Lorenzo’s cook helps Chauncey add ingredients in a bowl. Then I laugh as I watch him trying to stir the dough. 

“Would you like a little help, Sir Chauncey?” Lorenzo asks him.

Chauncey gets a determined look on his face, narrowing his eyes at the bowl and biting down on his lower lip. “No, I can do it myself,” he says.

Lorenzo pulls me down into a chair with him. “Good. That means all Huntley and I have to do is lick the bowl when you are done.”

A few minutes later, the dough is mixed, formed into cookies, and put onto a baking sheet. I take a full raw cookie and pop it into my mouth, causing Chauncey to giggle and do the same. 

“Hey!” Lorenzo says. “No fair!” He rolls dough into a big ball and shoves it into his mouth. 

“All right, you lot,” the cook says, “out of my kitchen. I will bake the cookies and bring them to you in the garden when they are ready.”

“That sounds like a fabulous idea,” Lorenzo says. “Will you please send out a bottle of the ’95 Krug Clos d’Ambonnay?”

“Of course, Your Highness,” she replies as Chauncey races out to the garden in front of us.

“Are we celebrating something?” I ask.

“Possibly. Have you heard today’s news?”

“No, I haven’t,” I tell him as we take a seat in the courtyard. “What happened?”

He pulls a printed article from his jacket pocket and hands it to me. 




Former United States President Found Dead




WASHINGTON - Former president John Hillford Sr. was killed in what officials are calling a hunting accident. Hillford, who was a practiced hunter, was pronounced dead on the scene at his Texas ranch. No further details have been released.




“You know what this means,” Lorenzo says.

“That our former president wasn’t good with a gun?” I quip. 

He looks at me with concern. “I have a lot to tell you. But this just came in, and I thought you would be excited. It could mean that Chauncey’s father is still alive.”

“Or it could have actually been an accident. If he were shot with a long-range rifle, like his son was, they wouldn’t have deemed it as an accident.”

“Well, I’m hoping for the best. Or did you change your mind? Do you wish the boy’s father to be dead?”

“What? No! I would never wish that.” I close my eyes. “Please don’t tell him. I just don’t want him getting his hopes up. I know what that’s like.”

“What do you mean?”

“My parents told me that, if something ever happened to them, my uncle Sam would take care of me. But he didn’t. He stashed me at Blackwood. I kept thinking it was just to keep me safe for a little while, but he only came back once to see me. Chauncey is a lot younger than I was. I just worry about him.”

“Chauncey is doing really great. He’s being taken good care of.”

“I know; I’m sorry. Actually, this isn’t about Chauncey at all. I don’t want to get my hopes up.”

“How do you feel about the former president being dead?”

“Lorenzo, the man has a family. Children. Grandchildren. It’s not about him. When someone dies, it’s about the people they leave behind—regardless of the circumstances for their death. Do you think I haven’t thought about that? When I saved you and Ari, I killed men. As bad as they might have been, they probably had families, too. As much as I appreciate the champagne gesture, I can’t toast to the man’s death.”

He wraps his arm around me as a steward brings out the champagne. “Then we will toast to the fact that we are back together again.” 

I smile at his sweetness. “That, I will drink to.”




We’re just finishing up dinner and enjoying watching Chauncey play in the garden when Lorenzo’s press secretary scurries outside. 

“Your Highness, we have a situation.”

“Come on, Chauncey,” his nanny tells him. “It’s your bedtime.”

“I want Huntley to tuck me in and tell me a story,” he says, pushing his bottom lip out in an effective and adorable pout.

I pick him up, give him a kiss on the head, and say, “You go get ready for bed, and I’ll be in shortly.”

He smiles at me and then takes the nanny’s hand. 

I follow Lorenzo to his press secretary’s office in the back of the home. “Ophelia and Clarice’s mother is holding a press conference.”

“About what?” I ask.

“About His Highness,” she answers. “We tried to stop it, but the press loves sensationalism.”

“I’m not about to give in to that,” Lorenzo says. “You can give me the condensed version in the morning. Unless there is a serious threat to our nation, I am not to be disturbed for the rest of the evening. Thank you.”

He takes my hand and leads me out of the room.

“Let’s tell Chauncey good night, and then I’d like to show you my secret lair.”

“Oh, Lorenzo, you do know how to sweet-talk a girl,” I tease.




After a way-too-long story and too many sleep-stalling hugs, Chauncey finally drifts off. Lorenzo takes me to his bedroom and then through a secret door that leads into a private study. From there, we take a concealed elevator down. The doors part, dropping us into a small foyer. Lorenzo enters a code and puts his hand on a scanner. 

“Do you have gold and supplies down here, too?” I ask him. 

He leans his head in the opposite direction. “How do you know about that?”

“I was in a very similar vault today with Peter.”

“Peter probably doesn’t have this,” he says as a set of steel doors part, allowing me a view of the war room spread out in front of us. 

Inside the room are two men, one of whom I recognize.

Admiral Philipe Lamonte, the joint chief of the Montrovian armed forces, stands up to greet me. “Miss Von Allister,” he says. “I have to say that I encouraged Lorenzo not to get you involved in all this, but he trusts you implicitly.”

I look Lorenzo in the eye, worried that he told them all about me. He imperceptibly shakes his head.

“And I am Gabriel Lavin,” a lethal-looking man says, holding his hand out to shake mine. 

“It’s nice to meet you,” I reply, not sure exactly what to say. “Um, Lorenzo, might I have a word with you in private?”

“Of course,” he says, leading me back outside the room. “What is it?”

“You didn’t tell them about me?”

“I did not. I would never break your trust.”

“And these men, why do you trust them?”

“Philipe is my father’s most trusted confidant. They were friends for many, many years.”

“And the other guy?”

“Mossad. He saved my father’s life a few years ago.”

I nod. “Then let’s go back inside.”




The two men are pouring over stacks of printouts, and there are numerous data points on various screens across the wall. I’m not sure what all they are researching, but I’m assuming it has to do with the Olympics, a possible coup, or a terrorist attack. 

“Look,” I say, taking a seat across the table from them, “I’m going to level with you. The reason Lorenzo trusts me is because the British agent didn’t save his life; I did. At the time, I didn’t know if I could trust Gallagher, so I knocked him out and took care of things myself. It wasn’t until the threats were cleared that he came to and entered the warehouse.”

Both men look up at me, astonished.

“Actually, she’s saved my life more than once,” Lorenzo interjects. “From the armed men in the castle, to noticing my drink had been poisoned, to when I was nearly shot at the docks.”

“Are you suggesting that you took out seven highly trained and armed men?”

“They weren’t well trained. More like hired muscle with guns. I had been at the Queen’s Ball, so I didn’t have any weapons on me. I was lucky enough to find a pair of gloves on the ground, fashioned a garrote from a piece of wire, and used it to kill one of the two men guarding the perimeter. I relieved him of his holster and gun but didn’t want to alarm those inside by gunfire, so I used a brick to smash the second guard’s head and then broke his neck. 

“Now that I was armed with two guns, I made my way inside. I watched three men and a woman go into what appeared to be an office. Two other men stayed with Lorenzo and my brother, Ari. The first one died by a single shot to the forehead. As well as the second. 

“Of course, at that point, the men in the office heard noises and sent a man out to see about it. He fired at me, missed, and then took cover behind the captives.”

“That’s when she took off running, straight at us,” Lorenzo says. “She ran up onto Ari’s shoulder and then catapulted herself onto the guard, knocking him over.”

“He got a round to the head,” I add.

“That’s when things got a little out of control,” Lorenzo says. I can tell he’s been eager to talk about all this. And he sounds, well, proud of me. “The other two guards came out of the office. One fired a shot at the ceiling.”

“Idiot,” I say, shaking my head.

“Yes, ceiling tiles rained down on them. Then you should have seen her. It was like something out of a movie. She somersaulted out from behind us—a gun in each hand—fired the guns simultaneously and with only two shots killed both men.”

“And what about the girl? Was she caught in the cross fire?”

“No, she was behind the kidnapping—had hired the men, was going to feed Lorenzo to the sharks, and then become queen. After that, she wanted to sell the Strait of Montrovia to the highest bidder and rename the country Arcadia. I slapped an exploding pore strip on her head and then kicked her out of the way just as she went boom.”

“Lorenzo,” the admiral chastises, “you should have told us this.”

“At that point, Gallagher showed up. I didn’t want to blow my cover, so I let him take the credit. I guess I assumed you all knew about Ophelia.”

“I didn’t tell anyone,” Lorenzo says, gazing into my eyes. “You trusted me with the truth.”

I take his hand in mine. “I really appreciate that, but it’s important they know now because we need help with trying to figure out just what is going to start in Montrovia.”

“Wait, what did you just say?” the Mossad agent asks.

“British intelligence picked up some kind of chatter that led Gallagher to Montrovia in the first place—it starts in Montrovia.”

“Who do you work for? And how old are you?” the admiral asks me.

“I just turned nineteen. I’ve been trained for the last six years.” Then I tell them the rest—starting with my mother’s death to the death of everyone at my school to finding out that Ari and I are really brother and sister. I don’t hold back any details, save for one. I don’t tell them that The Priest might still be alive and that the cute little kid upstairs is really his son.

When I finish, both men sit in stunned silence, trying to take it all in. 




MISSION:DAY THREE




I wake up early and alone in Lorenzo’s bed. A quick glance at the clock on the bedside table tells me it’s four in the morning. My sleep was plagued with dreams of Blackwood, probably the result of telling the men everything last night. I don’t know if I should have confided in them, but I can’t trust Black X to tell me the truth. 

I flip on the television, thinking the news might lull me into going back to sleep, but I wake up fully when I see a story about how the United States is considering military action against Syria in retribution for the recent death of the president.

But that’s wrong. Black X invented the story about Josh and Syria. They can’t let our government act on it. 

I think about the dean of Blackwood. How he gave me my father’s watch. How he must have wanted me to know my parents had been spies. Even though he’s been lying to me, maybe I can get him to tell me some of the truth.

I call my emergency contact number. 

“Hello, Dean?” I say when someone picks up. 

“Are you in danger?” he asks with a surprising amount of emotion, almost sounding worried.

“No, that’s not why I called. I want to know why the media is still saying that Josh killed the president. Why aren’t they telling the truth about The Priest? I just saw on the news that our military is considering a strike on Syria in retribution. How can you allow them to do that? To kill innocent people? I want to know who runs Black X.”

“I am not authorized to share that information.”

“That means you know.”

“Yes, I do.”

“And do you agree with their tactics?” I inquire.

He lets out a tired—or maybe an exasperated—sigh. “Not always, but I believe in their cause.”

“I know what they did to my friends,” I tell him. 

“What are you talking about?”

“I can’t and I won’t continue to work for someone who does nothing but lie to me. I know what you did to my schoolmates. I was there. Everything and everyone was gone—well, except for Josh.”

“You saw Josh?”

“I sure did. And he told me everything. What I don’t understand is why Black X killed them all.”

“That’s easy to answer—because of you.”

“Which is hard to make sense of. Huntley Von Allister isn’t even my cover. It’s who I really am. Black X has lied to me at every turn. You, the one person in this world who I thought I could trust, lied to me.”

“Why do you think I told you to trust no one?” he counters.

“Interesting that you were spared.”

“Sometimes, I wish I hadn’t been,” he says with another sigh.

“If you hate Black X and what they did, why do you continue to work for them?”

“Because I don’t have any other choice.”

“Will they kill you if you try to quit?”

“No, but they just might kill you. Consider those from Blackwood who perished as patriots who volunteered for duty but were lost in battle.”

“A battle against what?” 

“Evil.”

“My mother figured out what was going to happen, didn’t she? That’s why she was killed.”

“I believe so, yes.”

“And what did you do before you were the dean?”

“I was your mother’s handler.”

“Her spy handler?”

“Yes, and I have no idea what she was on to. The last two weeks of her life, she was on vacation. Once she was killed, Black X came to me, said I would be in danger by default. Black X kept us both alive by stashing us at Blackwood Academy. We owe them our gratitude.”

“So she died before she could tell anyone what she’d learned?”

“I spoke to her that night. She told me you were outside, climbing the tree in your backyard. Do you remember that?”

“I didn’t until recently. Since then, I’ve had a few flashes. Like I remember, after she called me inside, I was sitting on her bed, folding laundry from our trip, while she finished unpacking. That was when we heard a noise out in the living room, and she told me to hide in the closet.”

“Have you remembered anything else?”

“Other than what happened after that, no. I can’t remember where we had been. What did she tell you when you spoke?”

“That she hadn’t really been on vacation, that she believed there was a conspiracy to, and I quote, ‘end the world as we know it,’ and that she would fill me in on everything she had learned when she arrived at the office the next morning.”

“That’s why all the therapists focused on what had happened before my mom died rather than the trauma of the event itself. Because it might have shed some light on what she’d discovered.”

“That’s correct.”

“And my mother’s real name is Kelley Bond, and Ares Von Allister really is our biological father?”

“Yes.”

“And Blake, the man who I thought was my father? Were he and my mother married?”

“On paper, yes. A family is a good cover.”

“The CIA covered up what had happened to them by saying we all perished in a car accident. But the CIA doesn’t know what happened to me because they never found my body. I overheard the CIA director talking about it. He said he prayed that whatever the assassin had done to me was over quickly.”

“When did you hear that?”

“At a party. Believe it or not, I’m pretty good at this whole spying gig.”

“That’s because I taught you well.”

“Does the CIA think you are dead, too?”

“Yes.”

“Blackwood is not a black CIA operation?”

“No, it is not. It operates independently and prefers it that way. No bureaucracy. I’m afraid I’ve answered too many of your questions. I must say good-bye now.”

“Wait! I have one more question. Did Ares Von Allister tell my mother that my twin brother died and then give him as a bribe to General Bradford?”

“Yes, he did. I’m sorry, X.”

“Don’t ever call me that again. My name is Huntley,” I say before hanging up the phone.




I wash my face, reeling. I never suspected that the dean was my mother’s handler. But now I understand why he treated me differently from the other students. Why he was harder on me. And, as horrible as it is, I get why they killed everyone. 

Ari is right. Something bigger is going on. Something that someone has been planning for years. But what I don’t understand is why my mother went off on her own. Why not tell someone why she was going in case something happened, especially if it was truly that big of a deal? My dad—well, the man who I thought was my dad—hadn’t gone with us. Don’t ask me how I know that, but I do. 

I close my eyes and try to remember more. Nothing comes, so I decide to get ready for the day. Once I am showered, blow-dried, and freshly made up, I look for Lorenzo. When I don’t find him in the usual places, I sneak into his private study and attempt to go down to the secret room in the basement. 

To my surprise, when I put my palm on the glass, I’m prompted to enter a six-digit passcode. It takes me a second to realize that Lorenzo must have kept a scan of my palm when he opened my account at the Royal Montrovian Bank.

“I’m glad you found your way,” Lorenzo says, looking up from a stack of printouts. “Your palm and that passcode will get you into any private Montrovian installation in the world.”

“Good to know. Have you been up all night?”

“Yes, I couldn’t sleep. We’ve been sifting through everything you told us. Trying to figure out what it all means.” 

He points to a large whiteboard on the wall. Every fact I told them is written on it in diagram form with headings like Charlotte Cassleberry, Blackwood Academy, Black X, Montrovia, and Von Allister.

“Have you figured out anything?”

“We went through the discovery process with you and then pulled every file we have on all the major players in your story. Everyone you’ve come in contact with, we’ve gone through. What we have been doing this morning is eliminating those things we deem unimportant to the case.”

“Like what?”

“Well, Ares Von Allister, for one. We have file after file about him. With his brilliant mind, my country watched him closely,” Gabriel states, “meaning we knew everything.”

“With all due respect, are you telling me your files state that he had children? You knew about Kelley?”

The Mossad agent lets out a little cough. “No, we did not.”

“Then you didn’t know everything.”

“You have a point,” the admiral says. “But let him keep going.”

“Okay.” 

“Notice, by Black X, the only information we have is what you told us and what the British agent had told you. No one in my agency has ever heard of it.”

“But they did know of Blake and Charlotte Cassleberry and their daughter, Calliope,” Lorenzo adds. 

“They were in and out of many countries and hit our radar,” Gabriel clarifies.

“Then you knew they were spies?”

“Actually, no. They were not suspected of being operatives. And we pride ourselves on knowing every agent from every country. Because of that, I was going to suggest they might have worked for a more covert agency—possibly this Black X—from the start,” Gabriel says.

“But I remembered what you said about the director of the CIA,” Lorenzo interjects. “We believe it’s too much of a coincidence for the director of the CIA not to have been talking about you. Therefore, we have discarded that theory.”

“And then we looked into Malcolm Prescott,” the admiral says. “From every indication that we have—and there are many. On occasion, he’s actually helped Mossad with covers for their agents through his company. He’s one of the good guys.” He points to the board. “Aleksandr is a little more borderline, but the man makes weapons—and fine ones at that. While there are some people in the world we would prefer he not sell to, to our knowledge, he stays away from straight-up terrorists, if for no other reason than to not hurt contracts with larger military operations.”

“We consider the chatter about Montrovia to be true,” Gabriel states. “Something is going to happen in Montrovia. It’s been verified by multiple sources. No one has any indication, however, of what it might be.”

“That leads us to the chatter about Terra,” Lorenzo says. “That word continues to resurface—from Clarice’s interest in something similar to the photo on your mother’s disk to Ares’s TerraSphere.”

“But, regardless of everything else, we keep coming back to one thing,” Gabriel says. “What did your mother know that got her killed? She seems to have been the catalyst in all this.”

“I just spoke to the dean of Blackwood Academy. He confirmed a few things for me. And, while he told me not to trust anyone, including him, my gut says he is telling the truth about these items.”

The admiral gets up, marker in hand, ready to add more to the board. “Go ahead,” he says.

“The dean of my school was formerly at the CIA and was my mother’s handler. When she was killed, Black X hid both of us at Blackwood—supposedly, for our own safety. The CIA thinks we are both dead. He also confirmed a few important facts—that Kelley and Charlotte were one in the same and that she and Ares were our biological parents, and that Ares used Ari to bribe General Bradford. Kelley truly believed Ari was dead.” 

“Men do crazy things when passion rules,” Gabriel says.

“And, apparently, Ares was very passionate about the TerraSphere,” I agree. “Just a random thought here, but what if the reason my mother didn’t tell the CIA about what she was investigating is because it was personal? What if she was investigating Ares himself? We know she took a picture of the TerraSphere that he’d built. What if she found out he was bad? What if he wanted to use that brilliant mind of his to drastically change the world?”

“By conserving energy with the TerraSphere?” Gabriel asks, trying to understand what I’m getting at. 

“Right before my mother was killed, she called her handler. Told him that she had discovered a conspiracy that would end the world as we know it. I think that is what is going to start in Montrovia.”

“What? Like the zombie apocalypse?” Lorenzo says with a laugh. 

The admiral does a little humph. I can tell he is exhausted, but Gabriel suddenly looks wide-eyed. 

“Explain this theory,” he says. 

“I don’t exactly have a theory; it’s more snippets of a theory. Someone wants to control the Strait of Montrovia. In order to get that control, they wanted Lorenzo’s father, Lorenzo, and his uncle dead. They achieved two out of three and then let Ophelia take control. If it weren’t for me, she would have succeeded. She had big plans to change Montrovia, and I think that’s because whoever is behind it told her she could do whatever she wanted; all they needed was to control the Strait. Clarice was then killed because they were worried her sister might have told her something. And, if I had to guess, their mother might end up dead, too.”

“I wish,” the admiral says, shaking his head. “She did major damage to Lorenzo’s reputation by suggesting that her daughter was promised the crown from her father because no one believed Lorenzo was fit to rule. She insinuated that her daughters were killed on Lorenzo’s orders.”

“Are you kidding me? Lorenzo, you have to tell the truth about how Ophelia was behind the kidnapping!”

“Their mother just lost her two daughters,” Lorenzo says. “We’re taking the high road and saying that we are sorry for her losses.”

“Continue with your theory, Huntley,” Gabriel says. 

“Okay, so I think what will happen in Montrovia is because of the Strait. Do you have any idea what would happen if it fell into the wrong hands?”

“It could devastate the European, Middle Eastern, and Russian economies,” the admiral states.

“The day the president was killed, the port in Tartus was taken out of Russian control,” Gabriel says, squinting his eyes. “Tartus takes out the Russians. The American president is gone. And they need Montrovia. But for what, and how does your mother and the TerraSphere fit into the equation?”

“That’s the million-dollar question,” Lorenzo says with a sigh.

“I keep going back to the same thing.” Gabriel stands up and starts pacing. “What did your mother know that got her killed? Tell us again what was on the necklace.”

“It was just junk. Weird conspiracy theories. Old vacation photos. They were just memories.”

“Are you sure they were old? What if they were photos from the trip you had just been on? What if you were supposed to give them to her handler or your father, so they would know?”

“Why didn’t they just hypnotize me? Maybe we should do that now? Maybe I know something.”

“That’s a good question and something we also researched,” Lorenzo says, taking ahold of my hand. “We believe the reason they didn’t is because they wanted to keep your memories pure.”

“Pure?”

“Yes, there are studies that have proven, through hypnosis, a suggested memory will be believed as reality when the patient is awoken,” he explains. “It’s called false memory syndrome. I suspect that they were afraid someone would, even by accident, skew your memory.”

“Why don’t we do this?” the admiral suggests. “Let’s run Kelley’s and Huntley Bond’s passports and see where they went on their vacation. Then let’s try to see if those places match up at all with the photos on the disk.”

“I already have my tech guy looking into our passports, but you’re welcome to do the same. He said, depending on where we were, it might be difficult to narrow it down since there would be only one point of entry and exit for all of Europe and the United States. I have to stay in London until I complete my next mission, and then I’ll try to take a few days off and see if I can figure all that out. I also want to know what is in the safety deposit box in Montrovia.”

“After your mission, we will go back to Montrovia together,” Lorenzo says sweetly. Then he glances at his watch. “It’s nearly eight. We’d probably better get ready.”

As we’re leaving the room, a thought hits me, and I turn around abruptly. “Gabriel, when we first met, Lorenzo told me that you saved his father’s life. When was that, and what were the circumstances?”

He narrows his eyes at me. “It’s classified.”

“Yeah,” I reply with an eye roll and a wave of the hand toward the documents and whiteboard, “so is all this.”

He rubs his hand across his forehead, and then he says, “When was your mother killed?” 

“May tenth. Six years ago,” I say.

“Who tried to kill my father?” Lorenzo asks.

“His brother,” the admiral clarifies.

“The brother who died in a suspicious hunting accident just six months ago?” I ask.

“Wait,” Lorenzo says, looking quite shocked, “are you saying my uncle Alessandro tried to kill my father?”

“Yes. He wanted to be king.”

“But that makes no sense. Why would he want to kill him? It couldn’t have been to be king. I would have been next in line. Granted, I was only seventeen at the time,” Lorenzo argues, “but there have been younger kings throughout Montrovian history.”

“I’m pretty sure you were next on the hit list,” the admiral says. “Your father and I had been friends since we were kids. And Alessandro always had a chip on his shoulder because your father was lauded as the heir to the throne while he was just a spare. He rebelled against your grandparents often and created scandals whenever he possibly could. They finally sent him to a boarding school in Switzerland. When he came back, he seemed less bitter, but he still didn’t want to be paraded around town, doing what he called ‘royal bullshit.’ But things seemed to settle down, the longer your grandfather lived. Giovanni was thirty-two before he became king. Alessandro refused to go to the coronation with the rest of the family and left town. Ten years later, he suddenly came home, demanding to be treated like the royalty that he was. He started making appearances and was actually behaving. Your father was thrilled that he had finally grown up.”

“It was about that time when we caught wind of a plot,” Gabriel says. “I was sent by my country to monitor the situation. Throughout its history, the country of Montrovia has always been watched closely because of the Strait and its importance.” He pauses briefly to take a drink of water from the glass in front of him. “It was race weekend. Your father was on the royal yacht, hosting a party. He and his brother were on the top deck, arguing about making Montrovia a better place. Alessandro, who kept a suite at the Casino from the time he was sixteen so that he wouldn’t have to bring girls back to the palace, had decided they were setting a bad example to the world and wanted to outlaw gambling. Giovanni told him he was crazy. That it would destroy their economy. That’s when Alessandro tried to push him overboard. In the process of me saving the king’s life, his brother went over the railing and fell to his death.”

“I never knew that,” Lorenzo says, looking quite disturbed. “Everyone was told it was an accident.”

“We didn’t want the world to know the King’s own brother had tried to kill him,” the admiral says. “We had to cover it up.”

“And you didn’t think to bring this up when I told you about Ophelia? She wanted to do the same thing.” I’m pissed. I turn to Lorenzo. “We shouldn’t have trusted them.”

Gabriel holds up his hands. “You’re wrong. You never told me that Ophelia wanted to outlaw gambling. You said she wanted to sell the Strait and rename the country.” He runs over to a notepad, flips back through the pages, and then holds it out for me to see. “I’m not lying. You can trust me. You both need to trust me.”

“I’m sorry then,” I say, feeling bad I yelled at him. “Let me clarify what she said. This is a direct quote. ‘I want to systematically dismantle this farce of a monarchy, starting by selling the Strait of Montrovia to the highest bidder. Once that’s done, we’ll close down our borders to these wretched tourists, shut down our port, sink all the yachts, and abolish gambling.’”

“That’s quite the coincidence,” Gabriel says.

“What it sounds like is, the same person whispered those words in both Alessandro’s and Ophelia’s ears in an attempt to control the country.” 

“Now, we just need to figure out who they are and their intentions,” the admiral says. 




I stop in Chauncey’s room to wake him up for school. The second he opens his eyes, the smile on his little face makes me happy. It gives me hope that, in all this mess, I might find some answers. And that those answers will both help me understand my past as well as maybe save all our futures. I’m having a hard time understanding why Black X—or anyone for that matter—would entrust the future of our world to a nineteen-year-old girl, regardless of how well trained she is. Why aren’t they shouting all this from the rooftops? 

Then I realize it’s so that the bad guys, whoever they are, don’t know that we know something is going to happen.

I have breakfast with Chauncey and Lorenzo, send a large wheeled table full of food down to the admiral and Gabriel, and then go to get dressed for the Royal Ascot. 

Dr. Kate had clothing delivered here, and Lorenzo’s staff hung and steamed them. Since the Royal Ascot is a five-day event, I also received numerous hats from Anna Remaldi, the royal milliner for the queen of Montrovia. 

I read the note Dr. Kate included and learn that, since we will be in what’s called the Royal Enclosure, we have to follow a strict dress code that includes morning attire for the gentlemen and modest formal day dresses and hats for the ladies. 

She also goes on to explain that hats are allowed, as are headpieces with a four-inch base, but that fascinators are against the dress code—unless they have the proper base size. I didn’t really understand before what the difference between them was, but now, I do. 

I carefully open each hatbox and look at Anna’s beautiful creations. Since I don’t know when I will be pulled away to go after the money man, I decide to wear my favorite today. The bell-shaped black hat with a large bow is classic in an Audrey Hepburn sort of way and not quite as crazy as some of the statement hats I saw when I looked them up online. It will pair beautifully with the fun Dolce & Gabbana gelato print dress I’m wearing.

I check the clock and see it’s time to leave. I grab the coordinating raffia heels and handbag I’m supposed to wear with it and run out to the kitchen. 

Chauncey looks freaking adorable. He’s wearing his school uniform, which consists of a gray blazer outlined in burgundy, gray slacks, white shirt, and a striped tie. The big, expressive eyes and darling grin don’t hurt either. 

Lorenzo spins me around to look at my dress, causing Chauncey to giggle and my breath to catch. Lorenzo is wearing a traditional English morning suit with a black morning coat, deep blue waistcoat, and subtle gray-and-black-striped slacks. His shirt is white, and his tie is a deep gray. He looks utterly scrumptious. 

“Let’s drop Chauncey off at school today,” I suggest quietly while he goes to get his backpack from his room. “If we are in the limo, no one will see us with him, and he’ll love it.”

“He is quite precocious.”

“And those eyes.”

“And his perfected pout. He has the staff wrapped around his little finger,” Lorenzo says. “Let’s do it.”




We get loaded into the limo and drop Chauncey off at school. 

Then Lorenzo pulls me as close as my hat will allow and says, “You know, every man at the Royal Ascot is going to be thinking the same thing I did when I first saw you in that dress.”

“And what’s that?” I ask, suddenly feeling self-conscious and wondering if my dress is appropriate for the occasion.

“That they would like to attempt to lick all that gelato straight off you,” he says with a sexy smirk. 

My eyes get big, and I find myself blushing. “Lorenzo,” I chastise.

He runs a finger under my jawline, pushing my chin up and bringing me face-to-face with him. He leans in for the kind of kiss that tells me he means it. 
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Once at the race, we’re led to a private box with a bar and full wait staff. Although the box is quite big and would probably hold nearly a hundred people, there is simply a table set for two.

“Are we not meeting up with anyone?” I ask.

“We have been invited to numerous private parties over the course of the event, and I’d love to show you off, but I thought we could come back here and dine in private. As much as I enjoy events like these, now that I am king, I must constantly consider my actions and my words. Sometimes, that can be tiresome.”

“I think you are brilliant.” I give him a kiss on the cheek. “Plus, I love spending time alone with you.”

He pulls my hand to his lips and kisses it. “I am not going to be able to stall my mother for much longer. She plans on announcing my betrothment to Lizzie next week.” 

I lower my eyes, the thought of him marrying someone else deeply disturbing me. 

“But, if you would agree to a courtship, I think I could hold her off for a bit.”

“What does a courtship mean in your country?”

“It’s a more formal and serious form of dating.”

“And just how many women have you had courtships with in the past?”

He chuckles. “None. As I mentioned, it is considered serious. And, for someone in my position, it means that the courtship is approved by the royal family, which basically means my mother.”

“But she wants you to marry Lizzie, so why would she approve?”

“She wants me to marry someone, so I can keep my crown.”

“And what does it mean for me? Like what would I have to do?”

He pulls me into his arms. “During our courtship, you will have to decide if you love me enough.”

“And, if at some time, I decide I don’t want to be courted?”

“We have a more public breakup than we would if we were simply dating—as in a formal announcement would be made.”

“And, by love you enough, do you mean, enough to give up my job?”

“Enough to help me save my country and the monarchy.”

I take a deep breath and then smile at him. “It seems our goals are in alignment.”

He picks me up and twirls me around. “You make me a very happy man,” he says, sealing it with a kiss.




The Royal Ascot event is a lot of fun. We mingle in different tents, watch the royal processional, and choose our favorite horses. 

Lorenzo completes his social obligations and suggests we go to our private box to dine. 

When we get there, someone is waiting for us. 

Intrepid. 

“William Gallagher,” Lorenzo says in greeting while shaking his hand. 

He seems pleased by his presence, but he shouldn’t be. I can tell by the look on Gallagher’s face that this isn’t a social call. 

“Did you find the money man?” I ask once the pleasantries have been completed.

“Yes, and although I hate to take you away from all the pomp and circumstance, we have a small window of opportunity to get close to him.”

“And what exactly is going to happen?” Lorenzo asks. 

“It’s probably best if you don’t know the details,” Gallagher replies, which causes Lorenzo to grimace.

He sternly looks at me. “When should I expect to see you back in London?”

I glance at Gallagher in question. 

“I hope it will be over in less than twenty-four hours,” Gallagher says.

Lorenzo takes a step toward me and pulls me into his arms. “You will come back to me?”

I nod because I’m afraid, if I say anything, I will start crying. Blackwood Academy was right about emotional entanglement. 




A waiting helicopter quickly ferries us back to London. Intrepid doesn’t speak to me at all during the ride, probably because he can’t speak freely in front of the pilots. After we land, he leads me to a sleek silver Aston Martin and presses a key fob, unlocking the doors. 

“Tell me what we have to do,” I say. 

He swallows deeply. “We’ve just learned that the money man has a fetish. One we will be exploiting.”

“What kind of fetish?”

“He buys young girls from human traffickers,” he says, shaking his head. “I’ve been studying the man. He lives in a virtual fortress and has numerous guards.”

“You want him to buy me, so I can get to him from the inside?”

“That’s the plan, yes.”

“But you don’t like it?” I ask. 

William seems thoroughly upset by this. “Do you know much about human trafficking?”

“I know it needs to be stopped.”

He nods in agreement as he starts the car, backs out of the car park, and moves into the flow of traffic. “We arrested a man yesterday who knows the money man. He was so afraid of the money man’s ruthlessness that he hung himself before we could glean much information from him.”

“Okay, I get it. The money man is not a nice guy. What else do you know?”

“He has specific tastes in girls. While many men who buy sex slaves want them very young or virgins, he’s the opposite. He likes rough, street-hardened bad girls. That’s all we got out of the man we arrested. Our tech people, however, were able to break into his smartphone and discovered there will be an auction today. Since the arrested man won’t be showing up, we’re hoping it won’t tip him off that something is awry. Obviously, we want him to buy you. That will get you into his house. The rest will be up to you.”

“Okay. Why are you so worried?”

“Because human trafficking victims are usually drugged and restrained. They often experience various stages of degradation and physical and psychological torture. You may not be able to stop it.”

“My training included those types of situations. I can kill, even when restrained.”

“Except we need information from this man. We need to find out who paid The Priest. We know the money man is just a broker. And we’re going into this blind.” He drives down an alley, hits a button on a key fob, and pulls into a garage. 

“Where are we?”

“Safe house. You’re about to get an extreme makeover.”




When I step into the house, the first person I see is my brother. “Ari! I didn’t know you would be here.”

He gives me a hug and then says, “I came to talk some sense into you. I’ve seen the reports. This is too dangerous. We have to find another way.”

“I’ll be fine,” I tell him as he leads me into a living room where the Kates are set up. 

Both greet me, and then Kate says, “We have contracted part of your makeover with someone outside of the intelligence world. She will be arriving in fifteen minutes. To prep, we need you to go take a shower, using this special soap.” She hands me a bar. “It is important that the soap bar itself touches every inch of your body, so shower with care and then pat to dry your skin; don’t rub.”

“And why do I have to do this?” 

“Because an artist will be sticking tattoos all over your body. Remember the adhesive strips you used in your disguise while tracking The Priest?”

“The ones that made it look like I had a lot of eye makeup on?”

“Yes, only these are large tattoos. The artist applies them often on movie sets. These are even better quality, virtually undetectable by the human eye.” She hands me a surgical mask. “Take off all your makeup, put your wet hair back into a bun, and put this on before you come out. We don’t want the artist to recognize you.”




Fifteen minutes later, I’m standing naked in the middle of a room with the artist, having adhesive tattoos placed all over my body. When the artist is finished some two hours later, I’m allowed to look at myself in the mirror. 

I have a pouncing tiger wrapping up the side of my left leg and onto my hip. From my right shoulder and down onto my breast, there is a mix of skulls, roses, and ravens—all very dark and ominous. Under my left boob and down into my stomach is an angry fire-breathing dragon. More ravens and roses are on my feet and wrists. Letters across my knuckles spell out the words you would think when flipping a person off. I hold my hand close to my face, trying to see if I can tell the tattoo is fake. 

“You’d need a magnifying glass to tell they aren’t real,” the artist tells me. 

“It’s amazing,” Kate tells her. “Thank you very much for coming.” She hands the woman an envelope and escorts her out the front door. 

Dr. Kate then gives me a skimpy pair of white cotton boy shorts and a tank top to put on. “That’s perfect,” she says. “Enough tattoos to be seen but enough still hidden to cause curiosity. Now, for your hair.”

We go into the kitchen where a chair is set in the middle of the room, and a table is piled with hair dye and towels. 

“You’re going to dye my hair?”

“It will wash out with two shampoos. I think we should go dark brown, as opposed to black. I’m afraid the black might stain your blonde hair.”

“We should add a few strips of bright color on the bottom, like maybe a red to match the tattoos.”

“I have red. Was considering making you a full redhead, but the MI-6 agent poo-pooed that idea.”

“He’s done research on what this man likes.”

“I’d like to do a little research of my own on the MI-6 agent. Is his name really William?”

“Probably not. His code name is Intrepid.”

“Oh, that’s hot,” she says as she puts gloves on and gets to work on my hair.




Once my hair is finished, Dr. Kate smudges black eyeliner around my eyes and dresses me in shredded jean shorts, a flannel shirt over the tank, and chunky black combat boots. When I look in the mirror at myself again, I look fierce.

“Let’s go show them our work,” she says proudly. 

When I walk into the living room where Gallagher and Ari are waiting, their eyes get huge. 

“That’s quite the transformation,” Gallagher states. 

“Yeah, but I don’t get it,” Ari says. “She doesn’t look like some scared little sex slave. She looks like she’d kick your ass.”

“That is exactly what he likes,” Gallagher says. 

I notice that he has changed, too. Gone is his sleek Savile Row suit, and in its place are black cargo pants and a stained white tank top. His disguise includes a mustache and thick sideburns, and combined with the untamed look of his hair, smoky tinted glasses, and a gold tooth, it makes him nearly unrecognizable. 

“I have something from Terrance,” Ari says. He wraps a studded black leather band around my wrist and snaps it into place.

“Are you going with us?” I ask him.

Gallagher vehemently shakes his head. 

“I want to. I can do a disguise, too.”

“We don’t have room for error,” Gallagher says directly to me. 

“What does the bracelet do, Ari?” I ask, changing the subject. I can tell, as far as Gallagher is concerned, Ari going with us is not up for discussion, and I have to trust his expertise in this situation.

“It’s got a tracking device in it,” Ari replies. “And the middle stud is quite sharp. It will cut through a rope or a simple zip-tie, but not metal.”

“But I’m afraid they will strip it off you, possibly strip everything off you, before they leave,” Gallagher says, picking up a syringe off the coffee table. “So I’m going to inject a bit of nanotechnology directly into your bloodstream that will allow us to track you. It only works for twenty-four hours. I promise to have you out of there well before then.”

He sticks the needle into my arm, and I feel a burn as it enters my system. 

Dr. Kate sets a tray of sandwiches on the table. Then she and Kate exit the premises. 

Ari gives me a tight hug. He says, “You’ve got this,” and follows them out the door.

“Eat,” Gallagher says to me, glancing at the clock. “We don’t have much time.” 

He goes on to explain his plan—how I should behave to attract the man’s attention—and then he goes over everything that could possibly go wrong.




We exit the house and get into a car parked on the street. It’s cramped and dusty. Once we are inside, he binds my hands together in front of me. 

“Are you sure you shouldn’t do it behind my back?”

“Yes, our informant told me this is how it’s done. The slaves really aren’t seen as a threat.”

“That’s one thing we have going for us,” I say. 

Upon arrival at the auction location, which is a dilapidated building in a seedy part of Brixton, Intrepid says, “Are you ready?”

I take a deep breath. “I am.”

He wraps me up in a long black robe, puts a black hood over my head, and leads me into the building. The place has a dank, musty smell. I hear men murmuring in low voices, and then Intrepid is spoken to. The informant told him that entrance to the event was contingent on knowing what to say. 

“The early bird,” a voice says. 

“Ends up dead,” Intrepid responds.

“You may enter,” the voice says. 

Intrepid grabs me by the shoulder and pushes me. I struggle a little, not wanting to budge. 

“Got a feisty one there, huh?” the voice comments. “We have a special buyer who loves such girls. What does she look like?”

“You know the rules,” Intrepid says. “Only the buyers get to sample the goods.”

He pushes me further. I can’t see where I’m going at all. The hood’s fabric is thick and doesn’t allow much light through it. It’s almost a little claustrophobic. 

I can hear the auction getting started. I can hear the whimpers of the girls. I can smell their fear and almost feel their despair. I can also feel a predatory vibe in the air. 

The men are whipped into an almost frenzied state by the auctioneer. If I had a gun under this robe, I would pull it out right now and shoot them all dead. No one should be allowed to be owned by another person. Ever. 

I hear the auctioneer yell, “Do I have twenty-five dollars?” 

I’m shocked. I don’t know what I expected a slave to be sold for, but it wasn’t that.

And it makes me very angry.

When it’s my turn to be bid on, Intrepid whispers to me, “We’re up.” 

Then he drags me to wherever I’m supposed to be going. He pulls the hood off my head. I snarl and snap at him like I’m going to bite him. My eyes are narrowed and my rage solely directed toward him. 

He strips the robe off me and yells at me to stand still. Of course, I struggle some more. He slaps me across the face, which causes me to head-butt him. The men laugh when he falls backward onto the ground. He gets back up, takes out a knife, and brandishes it in my direction. I allow myself to show a flash of fear as he slices my shirt open and then pulls it off me, revealing my tank top along with the tattoos.

The bidding opens at twenty-five dollars and goes as high as two hundred before a short, portly man in a suit, who I recognize as our target from the photo Intrepid showed me earlier, steps forward and says, “Two thousand.”

“Sold,” the auctioneer says without bothering to give anyone a chance to outbid him. 

The man walks up to me, puts his finger under my chin, and says, “You are but a wild horse needing to be broken. I will break you. That is a promise.”

I spit at him, fully expecting a slap in response. Instead, he steps back, gives me a wicked smile, and snaps his fingers at two men. They pick the hood and robe off the ground and put them on me. Then one picks me up and throws me over his shoulder. 

Before I know it, I’m being tossed in the back of a van and driven away. 

At Blackwood, we were put through kidnapping scenarios. The first time it happened to you, an instructor would be lying on the floor of the van with you explaining what to do. I have two main objectives. The first is to determine my odds. In most situations, you have a much better chance at trying to escape from the van than to wait until they take you out in the middle of nowhere or to an enemy camp where you could be tortured. 

We also had torture simulations. In one such event, I accidentally broke my trainer’s wrist and nose. I had been sleep-deprived for thirty-six hours and given only a few sips of water. They’d roughed me up a little and then tied me to a chair. I’d flipped upside down, bringing the legs of the chair straight into his face. While lauded for my escape by the dean, the trainer wasn’t very happy with me. He was quickly fired, but I suppose that’s not true. He was probably killed. 

The other thing we were taught is to conserve energy. Stay relaxed. Wait for the right moment. And, also, try to figure out where you are going. 

I’ve been counting in my head and memorizing the turns the van has taken. And, based on what I know, I’m not being taken all that far. Most of our time is spent stopped, not moving. If I had to guess, based on the noises, traffic, and the fact that one of the men mentioned how muddy the Thames looked, I’d say we are in central London. From the river to stopping, it’s only been a short distance, which strengthens my chances of escape when the time is right.

The van stops. A window is rolled down. A four-digit code is tapped out. A door opens, and I can tell by the echo that we are in a parking garage.

A few moments later, I’m being pulled out of the van. I struggle a little, being careful not to hurt anyone, but am punched in the ribs in response. Fortunately, my arms are still tied in front of my body, giving my ribs some protection. 

I’m jostled around and then pushed down a set of stairs—literally. I tuck and try to roll down them in a way that doesn’t do too much damage, but it still hurts a lot. 

I lie still, assessing my injuries. I’m feeling stunned, my head hurts—probably indicating a slight concussion. I’m very lucky that I wasn’t knocked out. My elbow is throbbing after taking the brunt of the fall, and my cheek feels like it’s starting to swell.

One of the men rushes down the stairs, yelling at the other, “What the hell did you do? Boss is going to kill you. He never pays that much.”

“Whatev—” the guy starts to say, but he stops mid sentence at the sound of a gun’s retort. 

I can hear a man tumble down the stairs. He lands on me with a thud, knocking the wind out of me and making it hard to breathe.

“Dispose of the body,” I hear the money man say. “If you touch that girl, you’ll be digging your own grave. Are we clear?”

“Yes, boss,” he says. 

“She’ll be joining me for dinner.”

“Yes, sir.”

Very quickly, I hear him running down the stairs then feel him lift the probably dead man’s body off of me. Once the body is moved aside, I’m stood up, and the hood is ripped off my head. 

He roughly pushes my chin up. “Hold still,” he says, surveying my face, presumably looking for signs of damage. 

I don’t have to look in a mirror to know that both my right cheekbone and a spot along my jawline were injured in the fall. And I’m sure my body will be quite bruised in the places hit by each stair on the way down.

But I can’t worry about that now. I pull my face out of his hand. “You’re lucky that I can’t touch you tonight. But, once the boss grows weary of you, all bets are off.” 

He pulls my robe off and then leads me down a hallway. I take note of the decor, surprised to see hand-carved egg-and-dart crown molding in a basement. I can’t imagine how lavish the rest of the place must be. The man takes a key from his pocket and opens a door in front of us. 

It’s dark inside the room, but I can tell we are not alone. For the first time since this charade has started, I start to feel nervous. And when he flicks on the light, my nervousness grows to fear. I’m shocked at what I see. Rows of what appear to be oversized dog kennels are lined up in the room, one after another. Inside each is a young girl. Most have hollow stares and don’t even glance in my direction, but the ones who do, look at me with pity. They know what’s going to happen to me because it’s been happening to them. 

I want to lash out at the man, but I push it down. I can’t do anything yet. But I know this; these girls will be set free if it’s the last thing I do. This is horrible.

The man unties my hands, which normally would be a big mistake, but I just willingly step toward the cage. 

“Guess that roll down the stairs took some of the fight out of you, huh, baby?” he sneers and then smacks my butt.

I respond by punching him in the throat. If I had done it harder, I’d have smashed his Adam’s apple, crushing his trachea and making it very difficult, if not impossible, for him to breathe. 

“Ow! You little bitch,” he yells, backhanding me across the face. 

I take the hit and then allow him to push me into the cage.

He quickly shuts the door, puts a padlock on it, and leaves the room.

“Psst,” a voice says near me. “What’s your name?”

“Calliope,” I lie, turning toward her. 

“My name is Ana,” she says. I take a moment to study her. Beneath the bruises on her face, she’s quite pretty—light brown hair with a splattering of freckles across a button nose—but she still has a bit of an edge to her. An attitude that they haven’t seemed to have beaten out of her yet.

“Are you kept in these cages?”

“Yes, this is where we live—until we can repay our debts to the fat man,” she explains.

“Your debts?” I ask. 

“He paid to get us off the streets, and he gives us food and shelter, so we must repay him.”

“And how do you do that?” I ask.

“We don’t mind the cages,” she whispers. “In them, we are safe. Much better than being taken out and forced to do bad things.”

Then there is a chorus of, “Very bad things.”

“Has anyone ever been able to repay him and leave?”

“Only in death,” Ana states. 

“Only in death,” another girl says, vehemently agreeing with Ana based on the way she is nodding her head.

The door opens again, causing the girls to immediately stop talking. 

Three men come into the room and peruse the cages. The girls won’t look at them. They slide to the back of their cages like they are trying to become invisible.

“Her,” one of the men says, pointing to Ana.

“No, please, no,” she begs, the little bit of spunk I saw in her earlier vanishing.

While the two guards go into an adjacent room, the man who locked me up saunters over to her cage and attempts to retrieve her. But she doesn’t want to go. She makes herself small and hunches as far back into the corner as possible.

The guard curses then crawls into the cage and drags her out.

“You know the rules,” he says, smacking her upside the head. “When it’s your turn, you get out here immediately.”

The minute he hits her, I want to get out of this cage and show him what it feels like to be slapped around. 

But I can’t. 

Even though I’m not handcuffed, I have nothing to pick the lock with. Nothing to cut through the heavy wire on the cage. 

The man strips the girl out of her clothes in front of us. Then he takes her to an area in the back of the room and sprays her off with a hose. 

Based on the way she is shivering, I assume that the water is not at all warm. But then I start to wonder if it’s the temperature or if it’s because she is scared of what’s about to happen to her. It also doesn’t help that the water being sprayed is coming out of the hose with such pressure it’s causing her pale skin to turn an ugly shade of pink. 

The man turns off the water and throws Ana a bar of soap. Shivering violently, she tries to wash her body, but the soap keeps slipping out of her shaking hands.

“I guess I’m going to have to help you,” the man says, ripping the soap away from her and using the opportunity to openly fondle every part of her naked body as he washes her off, adding to her degradation. 

Once he’s finished humiliating her, he gives her back the soap and tells her to wash her hair. She manages to do so before she is sprayed again.

When the suds are gone, the man turns off the water, leaving her standing there naked, sopping wet. 

“Don’t move,” he says as he picks up a small towel, one that looks like something you would dry your car off with, and starts drying her off, fondling her breasts while he does. 

The girls in the cages don’t watch this. Their eyes are down. I don’t know if they are keeping their eyes averted out of some kind of respect for her modesty, if they are afraid to watch, or if they are trying to pretend it’s not happening.

Ana instinctively backs away from the man’s touch. This angers him, so he grabs her by the throat and lifts her into the air, choking her. 

“You know better than to pull away from me! I am the one who feeds you, cleans you, and cares for you. You owe me your gratitude.” He backhands her again, causing her to fall to the ground. He kicks her in the side and tells her that she’s weak. 

“Please, don’t make me go in there,” she begs. “I will do anything for you. Anything you ask of me.”

The man considers this for a moment then bends down next to her with a predatory grin. He unzips his pants, pulls her to her knees by her hair, and forces her to do something sexual to him. 

Even though I didn’t think most of the girls in the cages were watching, they now all lower their heads and shake them, and I instinctively know this is not the first time the man has forced himself onto one of them. 

Once he is satisfied, he spits at her, says dirty and derogatory things, and then hands her a demure dress. 

“No!” she cries out. “We had a deal. I made you feel good, so you wouldn’t send me in there.”

“I lied,” he says with a shrug, pulling the dress over her head. 

He drags her into the room where the guards went. Based on her cries of protest and the way she is struggling, I know whatever they are going to do to her is going to be bad. 

And it is.

I don’t know what all exactly she is being forced to do, but by the sounds of her cries and screams of pain, they are not being gentle.

The more I hear Ana cry out, the more upset I get. 

I have to go save her. 

I need to get out of this cage, kill the men, and rescue her. 

Actually, I need to rescue them all. Free them all. At this point, I don’t even care about my mission. 

Darkness has fallen in this dungeon, even though the lights are still burning. The sorrow and anger is palpable. And it doesn’t help that the man who takes care of the girls is standing outside the door listening to Ana scream while he pleasures himself. 

I’m just hoping it will distract him long enough for me to escape.

I try using one of the spikes on my bracelet to pick the lock, but it’s too thick. I run my hands across the floor, both inside and outside of my cage, hoping to find something thinner. 

When I find nothing, I desperately look for a weakness in the cage. I use the spike to try to saw through the grate. Then I try to punch through it with my fist, but only end up with cuts across my knuckles. 

And all the while, the sounds of Ana’s screams pierce the air.




After listening to her cries for nearly a half hour, I’m in tears. I’ve made no progress in escaping. I’ve turned my attention toward the lock again, attempting to saw the bolt in half, but all I have accomplished is making a little gash in the metal.

Suddenly, the screaming stops, and the room goes quiet. 

The girl who is in the cage next to Ana’s shakes her head, tears streaming down her face. “She is free now.”

I sit there in shock. Free? As in they killed her? How many girls has this happened to? How many times have these poor girls wondered when they would be next?

More tears gather in my eyes, my attempts to push them back failing. Regardless of my feelings of despair, I have to stay focused on my task, which is to get us out of here. 

The two guards come out of the room, zipping up their pants. Both have blood on their clothing.

“Sorry for the mess,” one says to the man as they make their way up the stairs.

The man goes into the room they have vacated. 

A few moments later, he drags Ana back into the room. Her nose, mouth, and other intimate places are bloodied and it appears that she isn’t breathing. I watch in horror as he picks her up and tosses her lifeless body into a dumpster.

Then he turns his attention toward me. 

“Oh, look, the new girl is crying. Not as tough as you pretended to be, huh?” He lets out a maniacal laugh. “You shouldn’t even try. The boss breaks them all, eventually. I’ll even give you a little tip. What you don’t want is for the boss to grow bored, because then he lets his guards play with you. And, as you just heard, sometimes they get a little carried away.”

I take a deep breath, letting the rage simmer inside me. While killing both him and the guards right now would be satisfying, I know that if it weren’t for the money man buying the girls, they wouldn’t be here. 

He needs to die first. 

Very slowly.

I think of Ana’s brown eyes and how she looked at me with compassion. 

I won’t let your death go unpunished, I think to myself.
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The man opens the cage then leads me the opposite way from where we came in, past the rows of cages. I count sixteen in all, including mine, eight on each side. 

At the end of this hall is an elevator. He pulls me inside then presses the button labeled three. The man doesn’t say a word. Of course, that might be because a huge bruise is forming on his throat from where I punched him. 

When the elevator doors open, I quickly take in the opulent surroundings, my eyes darting around as I try to memorize as much of the home’s floor plan as I can. 

There are multiple exit points. A wall of windows hidden by drapes to my left. A long hallway to my right. French doors on the other end of the dining room. The money man walks into the room, sets down an attaché case, then turns to greet me.

“Welcome,” he says, like I’m his guest. Maybe that’s part of the game. 

He waddles over, reminding me of Jabba the Hutt. He’s corpulent with pudgy cheeks and a double chin. His expensive suit jacket is tailored to hide his heft, but when he unbuttons it, a large belly hangs over his trousers. 

“I’m so glad you could join me for dinner.”

“And, after dinner, then what?”

“Why don’t you tell me your name.” He grabs my hand with his swollen fingers. 

The man is disgusting. 

“Why don’t you tell me your name?” I sass.

He grabs my hair and pulls it, his move quick, completely catching me off guard. I have misjudged this man based on his looks. A mistake I will not make again. 

“I said, tell me your name!”

“Calliope,” I spit. 

I’d take him out right now, but even though the man who brought me here has left, two guards have entered, one standing at each end of the room and armed with an M4 carbine assault rifle. Seems like overkill, but who knows what else this man is into. 

The money man pulls out a chair, motioning for me to sit. 

So, I do. This is crazy. Like some sort of sick date. 

He sits adjacent to me, at the head of the table. I’m sitting to his right. 

“You are mine now,” he says. “I paid a lot of money for your freedom. You will have to work to pay me back, and only then will you be allowed to leave.”

“What kind of work will I be asked to do?” I grit my teeth and ask as a servant brings in caviar. 

Once the servant leaves, the man says, “By doing whatever I’d like.” He gives me what I assume is supposed to be a charming smile.

He eats in a way that is as disgusting as he looks. I pretend to eat, but after each bite, I wipe my mouth with the fine linen napkin that was laid across my lap and spit it out. It could be tainted with drugs. 

And when he puts his pudgy hand on top of mine during the second course and says, “How are you feeling?” I know I have to pretend. 

“A little light-headed,” I say, blinking slowly. “May I please have some water?”

“Of course,” he says, pouring some into my glass, directly from the container he has been drinking from. 

The third course is steak, cooked rare. Surprisingly, I’m given a sharp knife to cut it with. When the servant comes to clear our plates, I drop it and my fork on the floor, put my foot on top of the knife to hide it, and then pick up the fork and hand it to him. 

After he leaves the room, I put my elbow on the table and rest my head in my palm, acting a little woozy. 

The man snaps his fingers, and the armed guards leave. 

“It is important that we work well together. Now that we have shared a wonderful meal, our fun will begin. Stand up and take off your clothing. I’d like to see all your beautiful tattoos.”

I do as he asks, stumbling a bit for effect when trying to get my shorts off.

“How did someone as young as you end up with so many tattoos?” he asks with genuine interest. 

“My stepfather didn’t treat me well, and he hated tattoos,” I slur, closing my eyes and swaying. “After I ran away, I got as many as I could.”

The money man stands up and quickly sheds his clothes. It was bad enough to look at him dressed. His skin is white and pasty and riddled with pockmarks. His belly hangs down so far that I am thankfully not exposed to what’s lower. 

He moves next to me and slides his hand across the dragon tattoo then he begins to pleasure himself. It takes everything I have not to shudder under his touch. Instead, I give him a goofy smile and say, “Isn’t the dragon so pretty?”

“So are you,” he replies. “I’d like you to touch me now.”

I stand there, swaying, pretending I don’t know what to do. He doesn’t bother to explain, simply shoves me to the ground and says, “On your knees.” 

Which is exactly what I was hoping he would do.

I grab his erect private part in one hand and the steak knife off the floor in the other. 

“Make one sound, and I’ll cut it clean off you,” I tell him.

“You don’t have the balls,” he sneers. “They all start out trying to fight me but, trust me, you’ll end up dead just like all the rest of them.”

Rage fills me. Rage for what he wants to do to me. Rage for what he’s been doing to those girls. Rage for what he let his men do to Ana.

Without further thought, I channel all my anger into the knife, slicing downward and cutting it clean off his body. 

He stares down in disbelief and then drops back into his chair. 

Blood is flowing freely from the wound. Not enough for him to die from it, but enough to freak him out as it pools on his pristine white marble floor. 

“I’m told, if you keep this on ice,” I say, waving his member in front of him, “there’s a chance it can be reattached. I will give it back to you and leave if you tell me who gave you the money to hire The Priest.”

He lets out a maniacal laugh. “I don’t know. All I have is a phone number and the number of an account I move the money from.”

“I don’t believe you.” I’m still holding his part in my hand, so I dramatically set it on the table. “I guess I’ll have to filet this then.”

“Wait, no!” he says as the knife gets closer. 

“You’re not looking very good.” I throw him a napkin. “You might need a Band-Aid, or a doctor, or something.”

“I would tell you if I knew.”

“Okay, fine. I’ll just take this thing with me. Good luck”—I motion to the general direction of his bleeding—“with everything.”

I go about the business of collecting his phone and laptop. I expect him to put up a fight, but he’s probably going into shock. I set the items on the dining table along with his part.

“Fine,” he says, bursting into tears. “Just give it back to me, please. I’m not a bad guy, really.”

“Tell that to the girls in the basement. Tell that to Ana, the girl your men killed just a few minutes ago after they tortured her.”

“I take care of those girls! They would be out on the streets if it weren’t for me,” he argues.

“They’d be better off on the streets,” I say, moving to pick up the items. “Last chance.”

“My guards will kill you.”

“Not if you want it back. Call them in. Now!”

He does so. 

I’m not sure what his guards expected to see but probably not this sight. I use their shock to my advantage. The first one to approach me gets a sideswipe punch, causing his head to snap violently to the side and an immediate blackout. The second guard witnesses this and instead of shooting me, drops his weapon and comes after me. I allow him to get in the first punch, deflecting it with my forearm so that it doesn’t do much damage. I fall back a step into a solid stance then sweep my right leg upward, hitting him hard in the temple. He falls to the ground, unconscious, but still breathing as I quickly gather up their guns.

The money man watches his guards fall. And when I take a position in front of him, he sighs heavily, looking defeated. “Just who the hell are you?”

“Doesn’t matter. Tell me what I need to know.” I encourage him further by aiming both guns at him.

Very quickly, he recites a name—Marquis Dupree—along with an account number. 

“And who does Mr. Dupree work for?”

“Someone very powerful. I told you everything I know. Please, give it back.”

“All right,” I say, picking his part off the table and tossing it in his direction. 

He stands up and manages to catch it with a defiant look in his eye—like he’s somehow won our little game—as he yells out, “Guards!”

I don’t know how many guards are still in his house, but there is at least one in the basement. 

I level the gun at him. “It doesn’t matter how many guards come. You are going to die. You don’t deserve to stay on this planet and harm one more girl.” 

I don’t stop shooting until both guns are out of rounds. 

I stand there, my finger still on the trigger, wishing for more bullets, when Intrepid bursts into the room, gun drawn. I have no idea how he managed to get in here. He told me earlier the place was a fortress. But based on the still-smoking gun in his hand, I’m guessing whatever guards he crossed paths with are now dead.

“It’s done,” I say simply, still not letting go of the guns because my eyes are transfixed on the dead man in front of me.

“Did you get the information we needed before you killed him?” he asks.

I nod. 

“Then we need to get out of here,” he says, pushing me toward the door. 

This takes me out of my trance. “No! We can’t leave! We have to get them out. Set them free! I promised myself that I wouldn’t leave without them.”

“Who are you talking about?” he asks.

“He doesn’t just like young girls. He keeps them. Down in the cellar. In cages. I have to get them out.”

Just as the words come out of my mouth, the man who put me in the cage comes running into the room, gun in hand, trying to zip up his pants. 

Intrepid takes him down with a single shot to the head.

Sirens sound in the distance. 

“The police will be here any minute. Someone must have reported the automatic gunfire. We’ve got to get you out of here.”

I shake my head. “I’m not leaving. Not until I know they are free.”

He pulls his phone out of his pocket and makes a call. I don’t really hear what he says. I don’t care. All I can think about is those girls down there and the horrors they have been through.

I begin to feel light-headed. 

“Don’t throw up,” he says, pulling me down a hall and toward a back exit.

I fling his hand off of me and take an offensive position, ready to strike. “I don’t want to hurt you,” I tell him as I make a lighting-fast maneuver that relieves him of his handgun.  

“Huntley,” he says, holding his hands up in the air, “you have a good disguise on, but the fewer people who see you the better. It’s imperative that we get you out of here before the cops come. They will ask a lot of questions. They will find out who you are. They will blow your cover all to hell. Is that what you want?”

“I don’t care.”

“I called my people, didn’t you hear me? They are sending in a team to help the girls. They will get them out of here, I promise. But you have to let me get you out of here now. The sirens are getting closer.”

I look deep into his eyes. “Do you really promise? Not only will they get out, but they will be taken care of, given therapy, help, and guidance, not just put back on the streets? And your team, will they go back and arrest every single man at the auction today? And will they find the other girls who are living like this? And will they make sure Ana, the girl who was just killed, has a proper burial? I’ll pay for it myself.”

“I absolutely promise,” he says.

I hand him back his gun and let him lead me out the door. He takes his jacket off and wraps it around my scantily clad body. 

“Keep your head down,” he says then we run through the alley and out to the street where the crappy car we drove to the auction sits waiting. 

He opens the door and shoves me inside. Then he runs to the other side, gets in, and takes off. 

I pull my knees to my chest, put my head down, and rock back and forth in the seat until the car stops.

I don’t know where he’s taken me. I don’t even care. He helps me out of the car but when I stumble forward, he just picks me up and carries me into the house. 

“I have to go back,” I say. 

He sets me down in a utility room of a different house than the one we were in earlier.

“I cut off his penis,” I say.

“I know. I saw it on the floor. Stand here, and don’t move,” he says.

I glance around the room we’re in. The floor is shiny and has a drain in the middle of it. There is a shower head on one wall. Probably so he can hose himself down after a mission. 

Intrepid takes a crystal decanter and two tumblers out of a cabinet. He pours a glass and hands it to me. “Drink this.”

My hands shake as I bring the glass to my lips. The alcohol has a strong smell and burns going down, but I quickly swallow it. 

“Is this your house?” I ask him. 

“It’s a safe house.”

“Do all of them have rooms like this?”

“Sometimes, death clings to you,” he says seriously. He pours himself a drink and shoots it back. Then he grabs a large black piece of plastic from the cabinet and spreads it across the floor. “Step into the middle of it,” he instructs. 

He sets his glass down on the counter and then gently slides his suit jacket off my shoulders and arms, letting it fall onto the plastic. He removes his gun and the steak knife I used from his pocket and sets them down on the plastic, too.

Now that his coat is off me, I look down at my body, and realize that I’m covered in blood and gore. 

Intrepid sees the look of horror on my face. “You did what you had to do.”

“But why did I have to do it?”

He doesn’t reply. Instead, he gets down on one knee and removes my combat boots and my socks. Then he stands in front of me, tugs on the hem of my tank top, and pulls it off over my head. 

Now, I have nothing on but a pair of white underwear. I look down and see that they are not pure white anymore but rather splotched with crimson. He strips them off me, too. 

 “The next part is probably gonna hurt.” 

He pours us each another drink and then clinks my glass but doesn’t say a word. He doesn’t have to. His eyes tell me everything. He knows what it feels like to have another man’s blood on your skin, and he’s seen horrors that he wishes he could forget. 

After we gulp down our drinks, he puts on a pair of reading glasses, picks a bit of the shoulder tattoo off my skin, and then quickly pulls it off. It hurts, causing tears to form in my eyes. It feels like what I suspect a full-body wax must feel like. 

One by one, he pulls the strips off with a loud ripping sound, taking my hair with it. He starts with my shoulder, moves to my hip, does my arms, and then finishes with the small ones on my feet, letting each piece fall onto the plastic.

In some ways, it feels like I’m being stripped of my dignity, but at the same time, the plastic coverings kept some of the grossness off my skin. 

Finally, he leans around me and turns on the shower. Once he’s determined the water is the right temperature, he motions for me to move closer to it. All I can see is the vision of Ana being brutally hosed off.

I back away from it. 

“It’s okay,” he says. “You need to get yourself rinsed off.”

I do as he says, backing under the warm water and watching the pink-colors swirl down the drain. When I look up, I notice that Intrepid is undressing himself. He takes off his shoes, his pants, and his shirt, which are covered in the same grossness in the spots where he hugged me. He drops it all on the plastic, rolls the sheet up into a ball, puts it in a trash bag, and zip-ties it shut.

Then he steps into the shower with me. He’s still wearing a pair of boxer shorts, and I can’t help but notice how perfect his skin is, save for a few pale freckles. It’s an odd thing to notice when you are in the shower, naked and with a man, but it’s what I focus on.

When he turns around, I get a glimpse of a long, thin scar on the back of his right arm along with two circular-shaped scars puckered at the edges high on his left shoulder. There is no matching scar on his front, but based on the placement, more than likely, the bullets hit bone and never went clean through. 

He puts a strong-smelling antibacterial soap into his hand and then rubs it across his body, cleaning himself. Next, he does the same to me, taking extra time with my hair. Once we are clean, he lets the water run down the drain for quite some time. Then he turns off the shower, takes my hand, and leads me through a doorway, shutting the door and leaving the business side of things behind us. 




The house is ornately decorated and a contrast to the stark utilitarian room we were just in. I follow him through a parlor to a grand front entry with an elaborately carved staircase, and then we go up it and down a hall. 

He opens the door to a large room with a four-poster bed and a marble fireplace, leading me through the room to a pristine white-and-gray marble bathroom. The shower is much more luxurious than the one downstairs and has multiple jets, dual shower heads, and an optional rainforest shower overhead. 

He turns the shower on from a panel on the wall, sets the temperature, and then hands me a fluffy white towel. 

I wrap it around myself, thankful to not have to be naked in front of him anymore. Even though I was in the shower with him, it never felt remotely sexual. 

“Do we need another shower?”

“Yes,” he says. “The first was simply utilitarian. To get off the—”

“You don't need to say it.” I step into the shower with the towel still wrapped around me. I close my eyes, running my hands through my hair and pushing it back off my face, but I still feel unsettled. “I never expected to see what I did today,” I say, keeping my eyes closed. “It might have been different if I had known what I would find at his house. I knew he bought girls, but I didn’t know he kept them in cages or allowed them to be tortured and killed by his guards when he was done with them.”

I feel Intrepid get closer to me. 

I slowly open my eyes, water falling through my lashes as I look up at him. He grabs a bottle of body wash and flips it over. I hold my hand beneath it, catching the Bvlgari-scented wash in my hand. 

We lock eyes. 

“Sometimes, you are caught off guard in our business. You see things you’ll wish you could forget,” he says. “But you handled it perfectly. You did what you set out to do.”

“No, I didn’t. I did what I did out of pure rage. There was nothing remotely professional about it. From cutting it off to spraying him with sixty rounds when a single shot would have sufficed.”

He pours soap in his hands and then uses it to massage my bare shoulders. I always thought, if I were ever lucky enough to be in a shower with my spy crush, the great Intrepid, we would be together sexually, not talking shop. But then he starts washing my hair. 

And it feels good. Like something my mother did when I was upset, almost therapeutic. He’s trying to help me. Heal me with shampoo. But some things can’t be washed away, no matter how much soap you use. Some things, you will always carry with you. 

The thing is, I won’t ever think about the disgustingness of what I did to the money man again, but I’ll never forget the way those girls looked. Like the vision of my mother’s death, I’ll keep those girls with me, driving me until I get revenge on the people behind all of this. 

I’m going to unravel this plot piece by piece.

“What are you thinking about?” Intrepid asks.

“Retribution,” I state.

When he nods in agreement, I realize he’s done washing my hair. 

I get out of the shower, grab another towel, hand one to him, and then cover myself with a dry towel before dropping the wet one to the floor. 

I watch as he wraps the towel around himself and slips off his boxers. 

“I have a confession,” I tell him as he hands me a pale blue velour robe with the British royal crest. “You steal this from Buckingham Palace?”

He laughs. “Hey, it’s not every day you get invited to stay there. You gotta take something to remember it by. What’s your confession?”

“I knew who you were in Montrovia. I knew your code name was Intrepid. In fact, I’d studied all your cases for my senior dissertation.”

He chuckles. “I’m not retired even though that’s the rumor. Is that why you knocked me out?”

“Well, I had heard the rumor and wasn’t sure whose side you were on.”

“What did your gut tell you?” he asks. 

“That you’re a good man.”

“But you knocked me out anyway?” he says with a laugh. “That wasn’t very nice.”

“There was no time to explain,” I reply. 

“Let’s go downstairs and have another drink,” he offers, “while we wait for your brother, the doctor, and that hot Dr. Kate to get here.”

“I don’t need a doctor.”

“Well, you’re getting one anyway. You have a massive bruise on your ribs, your cheek is swollen, your pupils are dilated, and you look like you rolled down a flight of stairs. You have bruises and contusions everywhere—and most likely, a concussion.”

“I did actually. Roll down a flight of stairs. Got pushed. The good news is, the money man shot the guy who pushed me.”

Intrepid pours us each a drink and sits on the couch next to me. “I want you to take a few days off. Heal up. It will take some time to go through the man’s computer and phone. We need to verify what he told you was true before we decide on our next move.”

“Does that mean I get to go back to Lorenzo’s tonight?”

“If the doctor gives you the all-clear, then yes.”

We sit together in silence, coming down from the adrenaline rush of earlier. 

But we aren’t alone for long. Pretty soon, the team arrives. 

Ari and some doctor fuss over me while Intrepid flirts with Dr. Kate. 




I get a thumbs-up from the doctor along with a baggie full of pain pills. When I start to protest, he says, “Trust me, tomorrow, you’ll be glad you have them.” 

Ari drives me from the safe house to Lorenzo’s. He doesn’t say much. We’ve already said enough. 

“I don’t want you going on missions like that without me again,” he says. “I was a wreck the whole time.”

“That’s why you can’t go with me. We care too much about each other.” I look into my brother’s eyes. I can see that he is upset, so I decide to change the subject. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you, but I spoke to the dean of my school this morning. He confirmed that we are Kelley Bond’s and Ares Von Allister’s children.”

“We’ve talked enough,” he says, studying my face. “You need to get some rest. And maybe some counseling.”

“I’ll be fine, Ari.”

“I know,” he says, patting my hand.
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By the time we get there, it’s late. Chauncey is asleep, but Lorenzo is waiting up for me. I realize he’s been worried sick, and I should have thought to call him to let him know that I was okay. 

“You are hurt,” is the first thing he says. 

“Just a few bruises. I’ll be fine.”

He and my brother exchange a look.

“She was checked out by a doctor,” Ari tells him. “He says she’ll probably be sore tomorrow. We’ve had a long day. I think it’s best if we all retire.” 

“Of course,” Lorenzo says, ringing for the butler. “I’ll have you taken to your room straightaway.”

After Ari gives me a good-night kiss on the cheek, Lorenzo leads me into his bedroom where we both sit on the bed. 

“Tell me what happened.”

“If it’s okay, can we talk about it tomorrow?” I close my eyes and sigh, not wanting to relive it all again. 

He studies my face and then nods in understanding. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“Physically, yes, but this mission was rough emotionally.”

“Maybe some sweets would help,” he says with a slightly forced grin. “Chauncey helped make brownies after school today.”

“I didn’t have any dinner,” I admit.

“Why don’t I run a bath for you and have something made for you to eat?”

“I think I’d rather lie in bed with you,” I say pathetically.

He makes a quick call to the kitchen then pulls me into a hug and holds me for a really long time.




MISSION:COMPLETE




“Morning, darling,” Lorenzo says, waking me up with kisses that flutter across the back of my shoulder. 

“Mmm,” I say, not really awake yet.

“If you are feeling up to it, I’d like to leave for Montrovia first thing this morning. I thought we could drop Chauncey off at school on the way.”

“Need more sleep,” I say, covering my head with a pillow. Even with Lorenzo’s ultra-soft sheets and decadently fluffy pillow top mattress, my whole body hurts. 

He slides the covers down to my waist. Normally, when I sleep in the same bed with him, I wear shorts and a tank top. I never wear anything too sexy because I don’t want to tempt him. Although that’s probably stupid on my part. I know he wants to sleep with me but, for now at least, he seems content with just having me close by. He’s okay with the fact that we haven’t gone beyond second base. 

Which is really crazy when I think about it. He’s twenty-three years old. He has a past. And I don’t think any girl has ever made him wait. 

I’m not doing it on purpose. It’s not because of my religion. Not because I’m a virgin. It’s certainly not because of my personal beliefs. At Blackwood, they ingrained in us that sex was just physical pleasure. That there shouldn’t be any emotional connection. 

With Lorenzo, I can’t stop my feelings. I know that being intimate with him in that way would be my undoing. It’s the only barrier I have left. 

It’s incredible to think of how much I have changed since I left Blackwood. I went from being ruled simply by instinct, fear, and primal rules of engagement to wanting things I never thought were in the cards for me. 

I assumed my life would go a certain way. I would work against the bad guys until one of them killed me. I’d get my name on a wall somewhere that no one would ever see. And no one would cry over the fact that I was gone. I was completely expendable.

Now, I’m going against my training. I’m forming relationships, caring, trusting—and even loving.

Lorenzo’s fingers float across my collarbone, and he kisses the back of my neck. “You can sleep on the jet.”

“That’s true. And I probably should. When we get to Montrovia, I have so much to do.”

“You mean, we have so much to do. After what happened at the bank in Zurich, there’s no way you’re going alone.”

“I was going to have Ari come with me,” I say, rolling over to face him. When I land on my bruised rib, I take in a sharp breath as the pain hits me. 

“You’re hurting.”

“I’ll be okay. Nothing a few days of taking it easy won’t fix.”

“When you are feeling up to it, I will be accompanying you to the bank along with your brother. This takes priority over everything else. Not only do we need to find out what is in the lockbox, but we also need to get the list of places your passports were stamped with and cross-reference those with the photos from the locket. With everything you went through, I forgot to tell you, but Ari believes they have a viable DNA sample from Ares Von Allister. Don’t have any idea where he got that from. Hopefully, they didn’t have to dig the poor man up.”

“They didn’t. They found a sample on some earplugs in his shooting range. I didn’t get a chance to ask you, but were you invited to join The Society? Ari and Daniel had interviews.”

“I am a legacy, so I didn’t have to go through the interview process. I’ve already been accepted as a member.”

“Do you think The Society is sinister?”

He shakes his head and looks at me funny. “Why would you think that?”

“Because they don’t let women in, which means they must be up to no good,” I tease.

“My father was a member, as was his father before him, and his grandfather before him. Our family has been a part of it since the Renaissance. I can assure you, it is simply a networking club for the wealthy and powerful of the world.”

“Malcolm Prescott told me the group likes to gently guide the world without resorting to politics. Isn’t that sort of, I don’t know, illegal maybe?”

“I believe any group that wants only peace for the world is good to be a part of. And it never hurts to know the right people if you do need help. At just the last meeting, we were discussing the world hunger crisis and how to solve it.”

“Did you come up with a solution? Like maybe funneling some of the money spent on wars to feed the people?”

“We discussed more than that—ways to reduce the greenhouse effects, our effects on the environment, eating less meat, more environmentally friendly forms of energy, vaccines, contraception, and the general health of the world. The best thing about it is that there are people in the group who have the ability to make things happen, to bring about change for the betterment of all mankind.”

“Hmm, now I kind of wish I had had them petition the group to allow girls in,” I say. “Although I probably couldn’t contribute much to a club right now.”

He reaches out and smooths my hair. “This isn’t just about you and your missions anymore.”

“I know. It’s about Montrovia. About your country.”

“It’s your country now, too, Contessa.”

“Is that why you granted us citizenship and made us knights?”

He gives me a playful grin. “One of the reasons.”

“What’s another one?”

“A member of the royal family must marry a Montrovian citizen if they want to rule.”

I give him a playful smack on his muscular shoulder. “I knew you had an ulterior motive.”

He looks at me seriously. “Were you sincere about our courtship? When we get back, I must discuss it with my mother.”

“Yes, I would like for you to court me.” I giggle, immediately wishing I wouldn’t have. Not only because it hurts but because it feels so frivolous in light of everything that happened yesterday. I tell myself that I am allowing him to court me, because it’s good for my mission—that it will help me save Montrovia. But I also know in my heart that’s not the real reason. “It sounds so proper and old-fashioned.”

“The custom is. Courtship has changed a lot over the years. In ancient times, if I wanted to marry you, I would have raided your village and captured you. Then after you became my bride, we would have had to go into hiding, so your father wouldn’t find me and kill me.”

I can’t help but laugh. 

“Then there are arranged marriages. They are typically business relationships, born out of the desire for money, property, or a political reason—usually to keep peace between nations.”

“That’s still why some people marry today, even without an arranged marriage.”

“One thing no one could ever say about you, my dear, is that you want to marry me for my money.”

I laugh again. “That is true. It seems I have plenty of that, providing my brother doesn’t throw it all away on custom suits, fancy cars, and ridiculously expensive alcohol.”

“Did you know that, during Medieval times, things became more romantic? Women were wooed with serenading, flowers, and poetry.” 

“Like you have been doing to me?” I ask as I kiss his cheek. “You sent me apology flowers, you’ve read me poetry, and you sang to me on my birthday.”

“I made you cry on your birthday. It must have been my voice,” he teases. “Good tone is not one of my given talents.”

“We can sing badly together then,” I say. “I don’t have a very good voice either.”

“I’ve never heard you sing, but your voice is like music to my ears,” he says, taking a lock of my hair and twisting it around his finger. 

I close my eyes, soaking in his attention and letting it wipe away the horrors of yesterday.

“I love you, Lorenzo,” I say dreamily, my eyes still closed. 

But then I realize what I just said. When I open my eyes, he gazes into them, his love apparent. 

He strokes his hand through my hair and says, “I love you, too, Lee.” Then he kisses me.




We finally get up and, with an eye on the clock, quickly get ready. We don’t bother packing. Anything we need can be shipped back to Montrovia. I grab my hand bag and my backpack. Even though there’s really nothing in it of value, it’s always been a constant in my life—like the blanket you had to sleep with as a child. I know my attachment to it is silly, but I take it anyway.

“I wish you didn’t have to leave,” Chauncey pouts. He’s just finished eating a meal of strawberry-topped waffles along with a full English breakfast.

“I wish I didn’t have to leave either,” I tell him. “But Lorenzo needs to go back home for business.”

“When will my daddy be done with his business trip?” he asks. 

“I hope very soon,” I tell him, not wanting to be specific. 

At least now though, I don’t feel like I’m lying to him. I do think his father is still alive. A photo of Lorenzo and me together at the Royal Ascot yesterday graces the pages of a local London paper this morning, and I’m sure our return to Montrovia will be documented, so it’s not like it won’t be easy for him to find me. 

Chauncey seems to accept this news in stride, but Lorenzo picks the boy up and gives him a hug. 

“Plus, Huntley and I will be back in a few weeks for another event.”

“What event is that?” I ask. 

“Well, the summer season is officially in gear in London. We’ll want to come back for both Wimbledon and the British Grand Prix. I’d also love to spend some time with you aboard my yacht.”

“Can I come to the Grand Prix?” Chauncey asks. “I love race cars. Someday, I want to drive fast cars like that.”

“I’ll see what I can do about getting you and your nanny a ticket. How does that sound?” Lorenzo says, putting him back on his feet.

“It’s bloody perfect,” he replies, causing us to break out in laughter. 

“You need to go get your jacket,” the nanny says. “You don’t want to be late for school.”

“Okay,” he says with an adorable little sigh. 

My pack and bag have already been loaded in the car, so I steal another strawberry and pop it into my mouth while I wait.

“Is Ari coming with us?” I ask. 

“No, he messaged me this morning, thanked me for my hospitality, and said to tell you someone named Terrance picked him up. He has something to do here in London but hopes to be in Montrovia by nightfall.”

“Lorenzo, we’re ready for you,” one of his guards says, coming in through the side door where his limo is parked outside.

“Go ahead,” I tell him. “Chauncey and I will be right behind you.”

He starts to head toward the door but stops, turns around, wraps his arms around me, and gives me a deep kiss. 

“What’s that for?” I whisper in his ear since we are surrounded by his guards. 

“I’m better at kissing than singing,” he says with a grin.




EPI:LOGUE




The assassin known as The Priest is lying in wait on the roof of an eight-story apartment building that sits on a posh London street. His breathing is controlled and slow as he looks through a long-range riflescope. 

It’s hard to believe that it’s been just two weeks to the day since he took his first job in years. He and Chauncey were doing fine in France. Sure, he was always afraid his past would catch up with him, but he didn’t expect to be back in the game. 

It’s his own fault. He was swayed by money and revenge—mostly money. It’s not every day you get a thirty-million-dollar payout. 

He thought the first of the three hits would prove to be the most difficult. After all, the president of the United States of America is very well guarded. But it turned out to be quite simple actually. 

The reason why most of The Priest’s hits seem easy to an outsider is because they don’t realize the amount of preparation he puts into a hit. He researches, studies, and watches. Humans, he knows, are creatures of habit, and even well-protected ones do stupid things, like jog the same route every day. 

In the president’s case, his attendance at the International Summit made it simple to find out exactly where he would be and when. The rest was just a matter of geometry and physics—how to get the bullet to hit his target when the small window of opportunity opened.

The second hit of the Montrovian princess was even easier. The girl lived in France, drank every night at a local pub with friends, and stumbled home—often in the company of a different young man. The times she came home tended to vary, but regardless of how hungover she should have been, she’d religiously walk across the street every morning at the same time for coffee before going to a nearby yoga class. Once the time and place were determined, a good aim and science took over. 

In between hits two and three, he headed to the United States for revenge—this time, to a ranch in Texas. It should have been quite simple. Walk in the place and kill the old man. 

But the former president was still guarded by Secret Service and lived in the middle of nowhere. It was the kind of place where neighbors were few and far between but knew each other well, where a rental car stood out, and where dogs barked at everything foreign. 

Not sure how to proceed, the assassin decided to simply climb a tree on the property not too far from the back of the home to watch and wait. Very quickly, the right opportunity presented itself when the man who had betrayed him rode out toward the trees on a four-wheeler. The former president was wearing a camouflage hunting jacket even though it wasn’t hunting season. 

But The Priest had seen many wild boars on the property and knew they were dangerous and destructive animals that had been causing so many problems in the South that they were an exception. They could be killed year-round. The Priest was surprised when the former president continued out into the trees all alone with just two rifles strapped to the back of the vehicle. 

He took a deep breath. Normally, The Priest only kills when contracted to do so. It wasn’t like he killed for fun. For him, it was all business. But, when a former president with much power and reach wanted you dead, you either killed or got killed. It was the only way he would ever feel safe again. 

He stayed in the tree and waited, the four-wheeler stopping a few feet away. The man got off and was studying the dirt, noticing the wild boar prints.

While the man was looking down, the assassin jumped out of the tree, shocking the man and quickly putting a bullet in his head, using a silenced pistol.

What he hadn’t counted on were the boars. By the time he heard their snuffles behind him, it was too late. He grabbed a rifle off the four-wheeler and shot one, causing the others to flee. He’d never seen such beasts, and they scared him. 

The rifle was very loud and too close to the house. It was sure to catch the attention of the Secret Service, which meant that they would be out here quickly. They would see the single bullet in the former president’s head and know that the boars didn’t do it. They would have choppers and state and local police here before he could get back to his car, which was parked nearly three miles away. 

He took the rifle, put it in the dead man’s hands with it facing him, and pulled the trigger. The blast obliterated the man’s face and head and, most importantly, hid the original cause of death—for the time being. The Priest grabbed the other rifle off the four-wheeler just in case any boars followed him as he ran for his life. 

It wasn’t until he had gotten to his car, dumped the rifle in a river, gotten on an airplane, and had gotten back to the UK before he finally felt safe. He checked into a fine London hotel, dressed in a business suit and using an assumed name, where he immediately fell into bed and slept for two days straight.

In other words, he hadn’t read the newspapers. He hadn’t seen the photos of Huntley and Lorenzo at events in London over the last few days. 

When he woke up, he ordered everything possible from the room service menu and set to work by making a call to the Montrovian Royal Press Secretary. He pretended to be a London-based reporter requesting an interview with the king. He was told that he was in luck. That the king was currently in London and would be attending the Royal Ascot races today. She suggested maybe he could catch an interview there. The Priest thanked the secretary for her time.

He thought about London as the place to complete the third and final hit. He’d rather do it in Montrovia. Security was more lax in the king’s home country than abroad. He’d also much rather take a few days to study the man’s habits. But it was like a gift had fallen into his lap. They were in the same city. It was fate even though he knew London and the UK were tricky because of the number of CCTV surveillance cameras they had. Estimates say London has over a half million, and the UK has a staggering five million—or about one camera for every fifteen citizens. 

But The Priest has thirty million reasons why he shouldn’t delay further. He just wants to complete his contract, collect his money, find his son, and live somewhere that doesn’t extradite to the US. Interestingly enough, he considered both Switzerland and Montrovia but thinks a nice little island in the Maldives might be better. At least for a while.

He looked up the event schedule for the Royal Ascot and deduced the easiest way would also be the best way. He knows there will be some collateral damage, but it can’t be helped. He needs to be finished. 

He left the hotel and met with a former contact who supplied him with a simple bomb, one that could be attached to the king’s car at the event. 

But that was fraught with risk. 

No, he decided. 

He’d have to sneak on the grounds, put it on the limousine at the king’s mansion, and pray that the driver wouldn’t start the car until the king got inside. 




The gates for day two of the Royal Ascot open at ten thirty, and the first race starts at two thirty, but from what he read online, there are a lot of events going on beforehand. Not to mention, there’s the hour and a half drive out there, meaning the king should leave somewhere between eight thirty and twelve thirty. He would have liked to watch the house, scope it out, see what time he left for the race yesterday, and who was with him. He also knew that many wealthy Londoners took a helicopter out to the country, and if the king were doing that, The Priest would be lying here for quite some time, staring at a car, at a doorway, and praying no one saw him doing so. 

At a quarter to nine, he is pleasantly surprised when the king and his security team exit out a side door and quickly get loaded into the car. The Priest waits for what feels like hours, but in reality, it is actually one minute and fifty-four seconds. 

The Priest wonders what they are doing. Why are they just sitting there? Could they suspect something is amiss with the vehicle? Did he properly hook the bomb up to the starter, or did he screw it up, so the thing won’t even start? 

“Start the damn car already,” he whispers loudly. 

But then the side door swings open again, and a young boy dressed in a gray-and-red school uniform is followed by Huntley, the assassin known as X. He focuses on the child, now realizing with horror that it is his own son, Chauncey. 

Please don’t let them get in, he prays. 

But his prayers are not answered.

Because they do get in.

And it is in that moment that The Priest wishes he had taken the bomb-maker’s advice to use a cell-phone detonator. If he had, he could have controlled the outcome of this situation by simply not pressing the button. 

But he didn’t. He knows that modern technology doesn’t always work the way it’s supposed to, so he rigged it old-school style—straight to the starter. 

And that means Huntley and his son are going to die today while he lies here helpless, watching.

“No!” he yells out as he realizes there is nothing he can do to stop it. 

Nature kicks in, causing him to tightly close his eyes, his mind overriding his desire to see what will happen next. 

A few moments later, the sound of an explosion rocks the city.




THE:END
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