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      For my brother, Frank,

      and to my second family,

      Frank, Florence, Rosemary, and Geraldine

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Judge not, and you will not be judged; condemn not, and you will not be condemned; forgive, and you will be forgiven.”

        —LUKE 6:37 (ESV)
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 4 – 11:05 p.m. CDT

        New Orleans, Louisiana

      

      

      Blade steadied herself against a high table. A half-filled margarita glass tipped over, covering the table in sticky strawberry liquid, but she remained focused on the dartboard eight feet away.

      “Twenty bucks says you can’t even hit the board,” Mick taunted over the rock music wailing from the jukebox.

      The roughneck had approached Blade as she drank alone at Gators—the dive bar where she had first met Alec Quinn, four months earlier. From that moment until now, her life had been like riding on an explosive roller coaster. She’d survived multiple attempts on her life, joined forces with a secret Christian brotherhood, and met her biological mother—only to have her die with the name of Alec Quinn on her last breath. She’d spent thousands of dollars on private investigators in the last three months, chasing promising clues to New York, Liverpool, Barcelona, and even Thailand, but every one led to a dead end. The man had effectively disappeared.

      Rubbing her shoulder, she smiled at Mick. “Let’s make it fifty.”

      “It’s your money.” He crossed his arms.

      She was used to men like Mick underestimating her. Even if she was drunk, hitting a bull’s-eye would be child’s play. Shifting the dart to her left hand, Blade tried to stand straight, but her world kept going in and out of focus. That last shot of tequila had burned all the way to her stomach, which threatened to erupt any second. The smell of fried food and spilt beer didn’t help.

      April Fool’s Day wasn’t a holiday, but it had been tradition—her parents pulling some ridiculous prank on her birthday until her mother passed. Now, three days had come and gone in silence. No word from her father, or Chase, or any of the Soldati. Some family.

      “Come on, Blade,” Mick goaded, leaning back against the table with an air of smug confidence. “Show us what you got.”

      “Let it fly, girlie,” someone else shouted from the crowd of regulars, huddled around their tables, eager for the showdown.

      The dart felt foreign in her grasp, a far cry from the balanced knives she was accustomed to throwing. But with a final burst of energy, Blade drew her arm back, then snapped it forward, releasing the dart with a flick of her wrist. 

      It clattered to the floor.

      Crap, a flippin’ bounce-out.

      A collective groan rose from the onlookers. Blade’s cheeks burned as Mick’s laughter cut through the din.

      “Looks like I won!” he said, taking a small victory dance around the table. “I bested the renowned Blade Broussard.” He raised his arms above his head. “Knife-thrower my ass.”

      The pent-up rage she’d been harboring since coming back to New Orleans swept away the nausea and exploded on the roughneck. She pushed him backwards and kept pushing until his back smacked against the dartboard. “You think you bested me? You’re a nobody from nowhere,” she spat.

      Someone grabbed her shirt collar and dragged her back to the table. Blade swung wildly at the offender until she realized it was Gloria, the bartender and her former coworker. What is wrong with me?

      Mick straightened, red-faced at the insult.

      “Shows over,” Gloria said to the crowd of onlookers who had gathered around for a little entertainment. Meager protests and grumblings followed as people made their way back to their own tables and conversations.

      Mick regained his composure and took a long, hard look at Blade before walking away with a shake of his head.

      Gloria wheeled on Blade. “Girl, you’re a hot mess tonight. What’s gotten into you? I’m not about to let you start a brawl. Not again.”

      “I-I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “I’m just trying to earn a living, and bartending at Gators isn’t exactly my dream job.” Gloria took hold of Blade’s arm and pulled her close. “The last time you were here, I almost got canned. You and that Brit, taking off and leaving me to explain to the cops why there were several people with injuries. No wonder you’re here alone. Get it together and consider yourself 86’d.”

      Blade couldn’t argue. Her life was crap, and she had only herself to blame. The inheritance from her mother should have helped; Vivienne had left her millions in investments and an estate in Tuscany. But Blade couldn’t rest easy until Alec was found. Her need for justice had turned into an obsession.

      After paying her tab and slipping a fifty-dollar bill into Mick’s breast pocket, she stepped outside into the fresh air and stood by her motorcycle, parked at the curb. It was still relatively warm outside, although a cool breeze lifted the tendrils of hair that had escaped from her ponytail.

      Gloria’s words hit home. Instead of celebrating her birthday with Chase and the Soldati, the people who had offered her a home and a purpose, here she stood in New Orleans again, like a broken record repeating itself. Had she subconsciously hoped that Alec would be here?

      What she wanted most was to sink into her bed and sleep without the nightmares that had come back in full force since the explosion in Gstaad. Thankfully, her apartment was only five miles away. She knew calling a cab was the smart move. Her adoptive mother would be alive today if the drunk driver who’d slammed into her had made that decision.

      Blade ran a finger along the shiny red finish of her Ducati Streetfighter, weighing the risk. If she left the bike behind, it might not be here in the morning. Throwing a long leg over the leather seat with practiced ease, she fastened the strap of the helmet beneath her chin, turned the key, and pressed the start button.

      “Easy does it,” she whispered to the bike, as she pulled out into the near empty street, her mind already on autopilot. Rather than take the freeway, she’d take the slower side streets through the Garden District, with its oak-shaded lanes and opulent mansions. There was something otherworldly about the place that captivated her. And it felt like home.

      She cruised slowly, allowing the night air to clear her head. Then, a flicker of light caught her eye in the rearview mirror—headlights, distant but closing in. She pulled to the right, expecting the SUV to go around her, but the lights became brighter, closer.

      Damn, they were going to rear-end her!

      With a flick of her wrist, she throttled the engine. The powerful bike surged forward, creating a twenty-foot gap between her and the SUV.

      The residential district blurred past her, wrought-iron balconies and streetlights becoming indistinct streaks of color, but the space between her and the SUV didn’t grow. Someone wasn’t just following; they were bearing down on her. With her heart thumping hard, Blade considered her options and decided to turn left onto Washington Avenue, but at this speed, it would take all her coordination to not flip the bike.

      As she began to slow and lean into the turn, the SUV’s bumper clipped her rear tire, sending her and the bike flying out of control. The Ducati barely avoided a large oak tree and slammed into the porch of a small single-story home. At the last second, Blade threw herself free but landed hard—driving all the air from her lungs. Dogs began to bark as motion sensor security lights illuminated the yard.

      Blade blinked once, twice, her gaze finally settling on the rear wheel of the motorcycle, still spinning. With effort, she turned her head to see a dark SUV stop briefly before speeding away just as the front door of the home opened. Blade lay still, listening to the sound of sirens in the distance.

      “Hey, girl, can you hear me?” asked an elderly man, his dark legs poking out from beneath a flannel robe hastily tied at the waist.

      “It wasn’t,” she began, swallowing hard. “Not . . . an accident.” 

      “What did you say?” He bent over to hear her better.

      She fought against the dizziness that threatened to pull her under, but the world spun wildly, and then, mercifully, everything went still.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 5 – 10:03 p.m. KST

        50 miles west of Hamhung, North Korea

      

      

      The infant wailed against its mother’s breast.

      Wind whistled through the mountain passage and the sun had long since disappeared over the horizon. The biting cold made it difficult to keep moving forward. Pausing to rest, the ragtag group of North Koreans huddled together for warmth against a granite formation. The past sixty miles had been arduous for the family of two men, three women, and one infant.

      “Stay strong, Pastor,” Chase Maserati said, his voice barely above a whisper but laden with conviction. “We’re going to make it.”

      Pastor Kwon nodded, his eyes reflecting a depth of pain and hope so intertwined it was impossible to discern one from the other. “Day of the Sun . . .” he mused aloud, his words floating like ghosts in the chilling air. “They wanted to make an example of me during our national holiday.”

      Chase tilted his head to the heavens, baffled by man’s inhumanity to man. The Day of the Sun commemorated the birth of Kim Il Sung, the so-called Eternal President of North Korea. Sung himself was not eternal, dying in 1994, but his family sought to ensure his power would be; they maintained a stranglehold over the country by executing those who dared disagree with the regime. Pastor Kwon had done nothing except spread the good news of love and peace, and his reward was to be martyred as a spectacle.

      The Soldati di Cristo had learned of Pastor Kwon’s dire predicament through their clandestine channels in China and South Korea. For centuries, the brotherhood had rescued persecuted Christians in a way no other organization could. Although the rise in surveillance and artificial intelligence worldwide threatened the secrecy that shrouded their movements, North Korea’s lid on technology actually helped with their rescue operation.

      Chase, the Soldati’s chief operative, bristled at their current situation. The rescue operation from Camp 14 had been intended for one man, not this party of half-starved people who were slowly losing hope of escaping their nightmare. But when Pastor Kwon refused to leave without his family, Chase’s get-in and get-out operation had turned into a colossal FUBAR.

      There was no easy way out of a North Korean labor camp. Disconnecting the electrical current running through the fence had been child’s play compared to locating Pastor Kwon, gathering his family, and making their way soundlessly through the prison grounds.

      Escape routes out of Camp 14 were limited: travel down the Taedong River, walk nearly four hundred miles to China, or traverse the mountains to Hamhung. The river would have been the optimal means of escape, but it went right through the capital city of Pyongyang. The route through North Korea to China would have taken well over a month, which wasn’t an option. This left only an arduous journey through the mountains, then boarding a boat that awaited them in Hamhung, on the banks of the Sea of Japan. The city was still in North Korean territory, but Commander Thomas Kazir’s orders had been clear: make it to Hamhung. There was no other choice.

      “What now?” asked Hakim, as his eyes skimmed over the huddled group. Six years ago, he’d been in similar circumstances as a prisoner of al-Qaeda. After refusing to renounce his Christian faith, the thirteen-year-old was about to be executed when the Soldati di Cristo had swarmed his small village and rescued the youth.

      Even in the limited moonlight, Chase could see the haunted look in the young man’s eyes. “Sorry you joined our band of brothers?”

      “And miss all the fun? Never.”

      After five days of constant walking, the group still had over one hundred miles to cover. Chase was well aware of the numerous guards and potentially even military personnel hot on their trail. Pastor Kwon was regarded as an enemy of the regime for sharing the gospel and bringing hope to the people of North Korea. After days of torture in the camp, the forty-something man now looked closer to seventy, but he had refused to give up any information about current operations to smuggle North Koreans into China.

      “I need you to scout ahead,” Chase said to Hakim, his voice firm despite the fatigue that plagued them all. “We need supplies—anything you can find. Be swift, but careful.”

      Both men knew that without additional food or water, the people in their care wouldn’t be able to walk another fifty miles.

      Nodding, Hakim headed down the rocky trail and soon disappeared in the darkness, leaving Chase to distribute the last bottle of water among the civilians.

      Pastor Kwon’s lips parted in a weak smile. “Your faith, brother Chase, it gives me hope.”

      Chase returned the smile, unsure of what to say. Was false hope better than none?
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        * * *

      

      In the last thirty minutes, the temperature felt like it had dropped twenty degrees. It was eerily silent. Even the bundled infant was fast asleep. Chase had allowed himself a few moments of rest, leaning back against an outcropping, head bowed and eyes closed, though he did not relax his guard long enough to sleep.

      The silence of the mountain pass was abruptly shattered as a cascade of rocks clattered down the slope. Chase’s head snapped up, his soldier’s instincts instantly alert. His gaze darted to Pastor Kwon and his brother, who both froze, their eyes reflecting the sudden rush of fear. Chase held his index finger to his lips and listened, drawing his Glock 19 from its holster. He motioned to the group to stand. They needed to keep moving.

      “Let’s go,” Chase hissed.

      Pastor Kwon gathered his family, herding them forward, but before they could move ten feet, a shot rang out, splintering the rock above Chase’s head.

      “Soneul deureo!” a man shouted.

      Pastor Kwon’s brother flinched at the sharp Korean words, but immediately raised his hands in the air. Chase tossed his Glock 19 onto the ground, the weapon skidding across the stony path. The women, weak and terrorized, dropped to their knees.

      Eight men emerged from the darkness, forming a semicircle and keeping their weapons trained on the group. Soldiers—not guards. Chase felt, once again, helpless in the reality of a stronger force mustered against innocent civilians. For an instant, he was transported back in time to northern Nigeria, where an attack by the Boko Haram had left his wife dead and him unconscious. He considered diving for his Glock, but thought better of the brash move.

      A North Korean soldier, wiry and cocky, approached the younger woman. He was almost a foot shorter than Chase and wore an insignia on his olive green uniform. Definitely the man in charge. He reached down and pulled on the jacket Hakim had given the young mother to help keep her child warm. The woman pulled back, and a tug-of-war ensued, delighting the soldier. The jostling woke the sleeping infant and it let out a howl of displeasure. The soldier’s face instantly turned to stone. Chase had heard of atrocities against pregnant women and newborns in labor camps, but surely not even this brute would harm an innocent child.

      Without thinking, Chase made a move toward the woman, but one of the other soldiers rewarded him with a swift blow to his abdomen with the butt of his rifle. “Keep away from her,” Chase gasped, now on hands and knees.

      Pastor Kwon tried to intervene, speaking rapidly in Korean, before a rifle blasted through the night. The noise echoed as Pastor Kwon’s brother slumped to the ground, blood pouring from his chest. The oldest woman, Kwon’s sister-in-law, spoke in a low growl, pointing an accusatory finger at the pastor.

      If one person was arrested for any offense against the regime, then that person’s entire family was sent to the labor camp, too. This family had no choice but to come on this perilous journey. If not, they most likely would have been executed on the spot when Pastor Kwon met his own fate. But Chase was beginning to think no one would survive the next hour. He hoped Hakim had made it far enough away to escape capture and would reach the boat to report their situation.

      Thank God I had the good sense to hide the sat phone.

      The wiry soldier stomped on Chase’s back, then ground his face into the dirt with a heavy boot. “I am Senior Colonel Pak Yong-Sun. You are American?”

      Chase, stunned to hear English spoken by the soldier, lay speechless.

      “Not what you expected? You American bastards underestimate our Respected Comrade and his people. We are not ignorant peasants,” Yong-Sun said, snapping his fingers.

      In unison, the other soldiers brought their weapons up and aimed at Pastor Kwon and his family.

      “He was to be executed as an example at the Day of the Sun celebration to honor the Eternal President Kim Il Sung.” Colonel Yong-Sun stood straight and tall, his boot on Chase’s back. “You will make a far more valuable example. An American, dead on the Day of the Sun—now that carries a message.”

      Chase tried to rise. “You filthy⁠—”

      Yong-Sun kicked him savagely in the kidney. “Bring me the baby,” he ordered with an unsettling calm.

      The mother, already defeated, handed her baby to the waiting soldier. Pastor Kwon’s gaunt face paled further and, sensing the inevitable, he tried to shield the three women with his body.

      “Fire!”

      Chase closed his eyes as the smell of gunpowder filled his nostrils. From his position, he could see the lifeless eyes of the pastor, a life extinguished too soon. He prayed for their souls.

      And for a miracle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        April 5 – 4:26 p.m. CEST

        Rome, Italy

      

      

      “Chase is alive,” Commander Thomas Kazir said at last in his melodic Nigerian accent. “We can’t level a nation, but we can do what we do best.”

      In the hush that blanketed the conference room, Thomas could hear the subtle rhythm of Rome beyond the walls—the thrum of distant traffic, the faint echo of voices on the street like a murmuring tide, a violinist practicing Ode to Joy. People going about their business, oblivious to worldwide atrocities that only worsened daily. A reminder that God, and only God, was still in control.

      He’d summoned his senior staff to an emergency meeting as soon as he’d gotten word from Korea. They all understood that every operation the Soldati undertook was risky, but the news he’d just delivered gutted them all. Hakim had returned to the mountain pass in North Korea expecting to see Chase, Pastor Kwon, and his family—only to find the bodies of innocents shot and discarded like garbage. Killed merely for their Christian faith. Chase had been taken, presumably, by the guards of Camp 14 or the Korean People’s Army. Thank God they hadn’t found the satellite phone.

      Across the oval table, Xiu’s fingers ceased their perpetual dance over her keyboard—an unusual moment of stillness from the team’s typically restless cyber expert.

      “Jaysus, Mary, and Joseph.” Finn shot to his feet, sending his chair crashing against the wall. “You sent Chase into that hellhole with a lad who’s barely cut his teeth. I should have been sent instead.”

      Thomas nodded, then straightened to his full height. “It was a mistake I’ll regret for the rest of my life.”

      Xiu’s shoulders sagged. “Murdered them . . . but took the baby.” 

      Luciano Conti, ever the stoic strategist, shook his head in disbelief. 

      “Let’s blow the whole feckin’ country to bits,” Finn spat out, his Irish brogue thicker than usual. His scarred hands were clenched into fists on the large oval table, knuckles whitening, as if the demolitions expert could pulverize mountains with his bare hands.

      Thomas watched his team’s reaction. Except for Chase, he’d chosen—no, rescued—each one. Xiu with her unwavering focus, Finn with his explosive passion, and Luc, the cornerstone, always calculating the next move. The team had been in dire situations before. But this time, the Soldati would be operating in unchartered territory, against a regime that showed no mercy. And, as a clandestine brotherhood, the Soldati could not appeal to the Americans for help; this rescue mission would have to be secret.

      “According to our network within North Korea, Pastor Kwon was going to be executed as part of the festivities during the Day of the Sun on April 15.” Thomas faltered on the word ‘festivities’ being used to describe a public execution, but cleared his throat and continued, “Since the pastor and his family were killed, we can only assume Chase will be the prized substitute for their propaganda machine. An American in North Korea. We cannot allow his capture to become public. We have less than ten days to plan a rescue mission, coordinate with our underground network, and not cause an international incident. The clock is ticking.”

      Luc stood abruptly, his chair scraping against the floor. “Xiu, access a map of the North Korea labor camps and prisons.”

      Without a word, she complied, fingers once again dancing over the keyboard. Three of the four walls, dominated by large high-definition monitors, flickered to life. Luc strode toward the front of the room, ready to dissect any data available.

      Studying one of the maps, Luc pointed to a specific area near Hamhung. “Zoom in on the area around Camp 14.” His voice was steady, even calm, the analytical side of his brain overriding the emotional side. “Most likely he’ll be taken to the same camp where he rescued Pastor Kwon. Both as a message to the other detainees and because of its proximity to Pyongyang.”

      Thomas considered what lay ahead for Chase—imprisonment and torture. But the North Koreans would keep him alive—barely—to make a spectacle of him until the Day of the Sun. He touched the scar encircling his neck. He knew that some scars ran deeper than skin or bone.

      “So what’s the plan, yeah?” Finn said.

      Thomas straightened, feeling the mantle of command settle firmly upon his shoulders. “We wait,” he said, his mind working furiously behind calm eyes. “We reconvene in ten hours. That gives our network in North Korea enough time to gather valuable intel.”

      “Ten hours?” Xiu’s voice broke, a crack in her composed facade. “It will take over eleven hours to fly there. Another four to five hours to collect supplies. Time we simply cannot⁠—”

      “Xiu,” Thomas cut her off gently but firmly. His heart clenched at the thought of Chase holed up in a cell, but he couldn’t let emotions cloud his judgment—not now. “Every choice has its consequence. We must be strategic and deliberate. Panic leads to mistakes, and mistakes lead to loss.” 

      “Loss we can’t afford,” Luc added, his own voice tinged with grief.

      “Exactly.” Thomas walked to the front of the room and squeezed Luc’s shoulder, knowing he was thinking of the recent death of Vivienne, their second-in-command and the love of Luc’s life. He turned to the whiteboard, picked up a marker, and began to write. “We’ll use the hours wisely—adjust plans, prepare contingencies. We’ve faced dark days before; we’ll face this one head-on as well.”

      The team exchanged glances, silently acquiescing to their commander. Chase would be counting on them. 

      “Luc,” Thomas said, the syllable laced with unspoken urgency, “we’re not just up against geography and manpower. We need satellite surveillance, transportation options, escape routes, anything that⁠—”

      “Already on it,” Luc interrupted, still scrutinizing the monitor. “We’ll find a way in, again. And more importantly, a way out.”

      “North Korea’s self-imposed isolation and the element of surprise will work in our favor,” Xiu said.

      “I’ll gather a list of munitions and a wee special something that will knock their socks off.” Finn rubbed his palms together in anticipation. 

      Thomas frowned. “We’re the Soldati di Cristo—Soldiers of Christ—not mercenaries for hire. We hold ourselves to a higher standard than the rest of the world. But we all know that. Don’t we?”

      “Aye, Commander, but I’m still bringin’ my ordnance.”

      “I would expect nothing less. We play this smart. We play this quiet. And we bring him home.”
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        April 5 – 7:10 p.m. CEST

        Budapest, Hungary

      

      

      The orange-red skyline of Budapest slowly ebbed into the slate-blue twilight as Alec Quinn lingered, a silent silhouette against the picture window of his rented villa. From this vantage point on the hill, he could see the lights of the city but they seemed very far away. He normally stayed at the Four Seasons, with a view of the Chain Bridge and Buda Castle. At night, he’d walk along the Danube to enjoy the sight of the Parliament Building, blazing with lights. But tonight, he was trapped in this self-inflicted prison, wondering if he would ever escape the chaos brewing in his world.

      Four months ago, he’d made choices he regretted. He’d been the trusted lieutenant to René Martel, the celebrated fashion mogul whose luxury empire had merely served as a glossy veneer, concealing a vast network of illegal activities that spanned continents. After orchestrating his mentor’s death, then moving forward with the botched assault on the United Nations, Alec found himself off the grid, a ghost in the shadows. The fashion industry mourned Martel publicly while his criminal underworld scrambled for power, and now Interpol, the CIA, MI6, and a host of other agencies were on the hunt for him, the man who had toppled the king from his blood-soaked throne.

      Yet, as the last delicate rays of sunlight surrendered to twilight, Alec allowed himself a rare moment of vulnerability—an acknowledgment of the cost of a life spent in the gray spaces of right and wrong.

      “Boss.” David’s voice cut through the calm, pulling Alec back from his contemplation of the cityscape’s jagged horizon. “There’s been an incident. Blade’s down.”

      Alec whipped around to face his lieutenant. “What the bloody hell happened?”

      “Our team in New Orleans confirms Blade was targeted—it wasn’t a random accident. High-speed chase, black SUV. Here are pictures of the crash site.” David unfolded a tablet and tapped swiftly to bring up an image—Blade’s motorcycle, a mangled carcass of metal and chrome. “It appears they clipped her rear wheel. Sent her flying⁠—”

      “Is she alive?”

      “Yes. Hospitalized but stable. Concussion, some bruised ribs—they’re keeping her for observation.”

      After deciding to let Blade live on that snowy night in Gstaad, Alec had monitored her movements for months, not out of fear—but out of calculating necessity. The black rose he’d placed on her bed in Tuscany after he breached the Soldati castle proved to be a reckless gesture. He threw down the gauntlet and she’d responded, as he predicted. She was a survivor, and as he’d always suspected, a hunter. Only one step behind him on more than one occasion. Her relentless tenacity threatened to upend his illegal empire and his freedom. They were playing the ultimate chess game and someone had tried to take her off the board.

      “Did we identify the SUV?” Alec’s mind raced, already anticipating moves and countermoves.

      “Torched.” David swiped to another image of a burning shell of metal engulfed in flames. “Our team arrived too late—the flames had destroyed any chance of lifting prints or gathering evidence. But we’re on it.”

      “What a cock-up. Why didn’t the team move in earlier?” Alec demanded.

      “They failed to spot the SUV. When they finally saw Blade in danger, moving would have blown their cover.”

      “Blown their cover?” Alec’s voice rose. “And why am I only hearing about this now?”

      “I-I needed a clearer picture before bringing it to you.”

      The younger man reminded Alec of himself at that age, a competent employee who was smart and cunning. But it didn’t pay to count on anyone’s loyalty. René Martel had learned that lesson the hard way.

      “Fire the lot.” Alec strode to the bar and poured himself a whiskey. “Send in Camila to set up 24/7 surveillance. No one gets to Blade.”

      “Anything else?” David said.

      “I want hourly updates. When it comes to Blade, don’t wait for all the facts. If there’s any threat to her safety, apprehend and question the person responsible. I’m keen on getting answers. Start looking into the details to track down the individual who drove that vehicle.”

      Perhaps this bold attack would curb her unrelenting pursuit of him. Unless she believed it was his doing. Alec exhaled deeply. He should never have baited her.

      I’m a right horse’s arse.

      He recalled her amber eyes, the ferocity with which she drove her Ducati, her stage performance as an impalement artist. If only they’d met under different circumstances. If only he hadn’t been responsible for Vivienne’s death. Blade was a complex, talented woman who awoke something within him. But he had to tamp that down. Trust no one.

      Without warning, gunfire ripped through the stillness, shards of glass splintering inward, radiating from a single, lethal point. Alec’s reflexes, honed from years of living on a knife’s edge, snapped him into motion just as David’s body jerked, his leg blossoming red.

      Both men lunged together, seeking shelter behind the heavy furniture as a stream of bullets peppered the room. The gunfire shattered window frames and furniture.

      “Stay down!” Alec hissed through clenched teeth. Adrenaline surged through him as he sprinted across the room, his hand outstretched for his Sig Sauer P320. The grip settled into his palm as he crouched low, the weapon poised and ready. He fired into the darkness. But his pistol was no match for a fully automatic machine gun.

      Through the smoke and floating debris, Alec caught sight of an outline—a person—and fired.

      Alec saw David struggling to use his necktie as a tourniquet for his leg. In all his years with Martel, Alec had never been in an actual gunfight. Bollocks! Where was his security team? Were they dead?

      The sound of returning gunfire echoed to the right. Finally. A sloppy job for an elite security detail. No doubt they would be searching the grounds, although he doubted the shooter or shooters would be found.

      “You all right, sir?” one of the security team shouted.

      “David’s been hit. Find the nearest doctor and bring him here. We can’t take him to a hospital with a bullet wound.”

      Alec pushed to his feet, his eyes sweeping over the destruction. He’d planned to slip through the city, like the invisible man, but his enemies had hunted him down anyway. This breach struck him as something beyond Interpol or any of the other alphabet organizations. As his pulse steadied, clarity hit him—this precise strike carried purpose. The message rang clear: nowhere offered safety, not anymore.

      In this game of kings and queens, he understood the quietest whispers of financial empires, where fortunes grew and crumbled through accidents and intimidation. The most ruthless players would stop at nothing to control billions. And if the attempt on Blade’s life fit their strategy, then Alec would make them regret ever stepping onto the chessboard.

      “Because I’ll burn their kingdom to the ground before I let them take what’s mine,” he vowed. “Starting with those who targeted Blade.”
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        April 5 – 1:47 p.m. CDT

        New Orleans, Louisiana

      

      

      Blade first became aware of the smell—disinfectant, rubbing alcohol, with a tinge of Old Spice aftershave.

      Dazzling sunlight from the window pierced through her skull as she opened one eye. Guard rails, a privacy curtain, and an IV attached to her bandaged arm. She was in a hospital room. Her body felt like she’d been run over by a truck. Blade squeezed her eyes shut.

      “You just can’t stay out of trouble,” a familiar voice said.

      Blade winced in pain as she turned her head to see Joe Mancini, her friend and mentor. She’d never seen him look so haggard. A five o’clock shadow added years to his usually immaculately shaved face. At seventy-five, The Great Mancini still exuded a youthful charm, with his thick gray hair styled after the movie star Cary Grant—the celebrity he’d used for inspiration when crafting his unique persona decades ago for his magic show.

      He scooted his chair closer to the bed. His hand, disfigured by arthritis, reached for the bed control, and elevated her head. “Is this okay?” he asked before taking hold of her hand in a firm grip. “You sure know how to scare an old man half to death.”

      “What happened?”

      “Good question. What do you remember?”

      Blade tried to concentrate through the fog. “Drinking at Gators,” she finally said. “Playing darts. Gloria 86’d me. How⁠—”

      “The police called me after they found your emergency contact information in your wallet. It appears you lost control of that damn motorcycle of yours and landed on someone’s front porch.” Joe cleared his throat, his voice rough and unsteady. “You’re damn lucky to be alive.”

      “Yes, she is.” A man wearing blue scrubs hurried into the room, his down-turned mouth marring an otherwise youthful face.

      Blade struggled to sit up straighter, her body screaming in protest with every movement. She couldn’t shake the feeling of déjà vu. Four months ago, a bullet had torn through her body before an explosion hurled her into an alpine snowbank. But that memory was mixed with the pain of holding her biological mother in her arms while Vivienne took her final breath. It was unsettling to draw a blank on how she ended up on her motorcycle, adding to her confusion. 

      “I’m Dr. DeYoung,” the man said, standing at a computer station and not bothering to make eye contact. “I admitted you last night. How are you this afternoon? How’s the pain, from zero to ten?”

      “A six, maybe seven. But everything about the motorcycle accident is a blur.”

      “Not surprising.” Dr. DeYoung pulled another chair to the bedside opposite Joe. “Your blood alcohol content was well over the legal limit. And you were speeding through a residential neighborhood. The good news is you didn’t injure anyone else.”

      For once, Blade couldn’t think of a comeback. A drunk driver had killed her adoptive mother when she was sixteen. It was hard to believe she would risk innocent lives by doing the very thing that had changed her own young life. But still, she was thankful no one had been hurt. “Where did I crash?”

      “I’m not sure. You were brought in unconscious, no broken bones. You must have fallen on your right side. Concussion, sprained right wrist, and a bruised leg and hip. You’ll be sore for a few weeks. Once the swelling goes down, we’ll put on a wrist brace. Your helmet saved your life. I kept it as a souvenir for you. A reminder for the next time you decide to drink and drive.”

      “I’m not a drunk driver,” Blade snapped, her temper flaring at the accusation.

      “Your blood work tells a different story. We’ll keep you here tonight—for observation.” Dr. DeYoung stood up abruptly. “The police should be in shortly to ask a few questions.”

      Joe gripped the guard rails as support to stand. He winced with the effort, but the words boomed beyond the door to her room. “She doesn’t talk to anyone without a lawyer present. You can relay that to the police.”

      Dr. DeYoung glared at the two, then left.

      “Pompous ass,” Joe said.

      “He’s right, Joe. I should have called a taxi.”

      “What’s really going on, kiddo? I’ve never known you to be reckless—hard-headed and obstinate, but never reckless.”

      Blade took a shallow breath, trying to steady her thoughts. “Someone . . . hit me. On purpose.” Her mind raced, connecting dots with ruthless efficiency. “This wasn’t an accident, and I didn’t lose control of my bike. Someone wanted me dead.”

      “Did you see who it was?” Joe pressed, leaning closer.

      “No,” she admitted, “but the only person who has a reason to kill me is Alec Quinn.”

      “That doesn’t make any sense. You’ve said he’s had a few opportunities to kill you. Why strike now?”

      “It’s possible I’ve uncovered something important without realizing it.”

      “Alec has managed to evade capture by pursuers who have unlimited resources. I doubt you’ve succeeded where they’ve failed.”

      Blade shrugged.

      “Perhaps this was a warning.” Joe put a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve got to put this to rest. Not for his sake, but for your sanity.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. “I can’t move beyond Vivienne’s death—the way she breathed Alec’s name before she died. He holds all the answers.”

      “Listen to me,” Joe said, his tone gruff. “I’ve made plenty of mistakes. I don’t often give advice because I’m a lonely old man with no family and one friend. But I remember a quote I read some years back: ‘The stupid neither forgive nor forget; the naïve forgive and forget; the wise forgive but do not forget.’ No one is asking you to forget Vivienne’s death. But you need to forgive—for you. Not for Quinn.”

      “It was my birthday a few days ago. Not one phone call. Not even from you,” Blade whispered. “And where was I last night? At Gators, alone, drowning out thoughts about him.”

      She pressed the button on the bed control, lowered her head, and closed her eyes. “Maybe these past few months haven’t been a waste of time and money.”

      “You are impossible, kiddo. I have never met a person as exasperating as you, and that’s saying something.”

      “Can you magically make the past twenty-four hours disappear?”

      “If I could do that, I’d be playing cards with the high rollers in Monte Carlo rather than wasting away in a senior living facility that smells like urine.”
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