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        God decided in advance to adopt us into his own family by bringing us to himself through Jesus Christ. This is what he wanted to do, and it gave him great pleasure.
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CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        November 13, 9:06 p.m.

        New Orleans, Louisiana

      

      

      Genevieve “Blade” Broussard adjusted the push-up bra she wore under the black leather jumpsuit, exposing an almost indecent amount of cleavage. In this part of the French Quarter, a little skin sold tickets, and this gig barely covered her living expenses.

      “Damn bikers are here again,” Xavier muttered, peeking around the edge of the shabby red velvet curtains that concealed the stage.

      I can’t catch a break.

      Six weeks ago, illusionist Nikki Flynn had come flying into The Rising Sun like a genie on a magic carpet, offering Blade the one thing she desired most: validation from a somebody that her impalement act was good enough to be on the world stage. Or at least on the Las Vegas Strip. But her big break as an opening act for the hottest new magic show on the Strip had turned into imminent unemployment.

      Trusting Mickey Gillespie, her dirtbag manager, to finalize the Las Vegas deal was foolish. If that wasn’t bad enough, she’d given Madam Toussaint two weeks’ notice without a signed contract in hand. As a final insult, Blade had learned Nikki Flynn had chosen a damn mind reader to be her opening act. Tonight was the last performance she had lined up, and she had no one to blame but herself.

      Blade clenched and unclenched her fists in an effort to relax. “We’re on in one minute.”

      Xavier stretched one leg and then the other, his skintight leather pants molded to his thighs. Razor-edged abs glistened with posing oil. Her assistant popped his pecs and grinned. “Laissez les bons temps rouler.” Let the good times roll.

      She nodded. “Let’s give them a show they won’t forget.”

      “Welcome to the Jungle” blared over the sound system as the curtains opened. Blade and Xavier appeared in a perfectly choreographed routine to the standing-room-only crowd. The noise of the audience and music made her head throb, but she kept her practiced smile plastered on her face. She knew the stage lighting she’d chosen transformed her chestnut-colored hair into a lake of molten lava running over her shoulders. Twin bursts of faux fire rose eight feet in the air above them, drawing the eye to the Wheel of Death.

      “What you are about to witness,” she said into her wireless headset mic, “can be dangerous and result in death. The impalement arts⁠—”

      “Hey Red, impale this,” a biker hollered, clutching his crotch in one hand and a Coors in the other.

      Typical. The guy was straight out of central casting in his black skull cap, black wife-beater tank, and black leather vest with patches above each breast pocket. His whole crew wore black. They were a clichéd blight on the sea of people who had paid the cover charge to see this performance.

      Ignore him. Just get through tonight and move on.

      “This seems innocent enough,” she began again, brandishing her knife, allowing the light to catch the glint of steel. “But all is not what it appears to be. This blade can cut, or stab, or cleave. It can penetrate a beating heart or save one. Tonight, I will use this simple tool to blow—your—mind.”

      Lights flickered as thunder rolled overhead, barely audible over the music. The crowd, clearly hammered, surged closer to the stage. Blade was fine with unpredictable crowds—she expected them, and used them to her advantage. That’s what made each performance unique. But this crowd felt different, like one breathing, volatile entity. One slip, one wrong word, and the performance could turn disastrous. Which might not be so bad, she reminded herself, considering this was her last performance at this dive.

      She silently groaned as Skull Cap and five of his pack forged their way to the front of the crowd.

      “How about you and me taking this outside,” he boomed. “You can show me how well you can blow”—he leered—“my—mind.”

      The crowd responded with clapping and catcalls.

      She envisioned plunging the knife straight into the moron’s heart. But in truth, her fury was directed at herself, for being blinded by the illusion of Nikki Flynn who was all hype and no substance.

      Blade paraded the length of the stage, buying time, holding the knife in her left hand. Audiences were fickle, and these bikers threatened to turn her performance into a free-for-all. She needed to distract the audience, to lure them back to the performance rather than side with the bikers.

      Skull Cap bawled out something blessedly unintelligible, but it still earned him laughs.

      A trickle of sweat traveled along her spine. She knew how to handle hecklers. Never let them get under your skin. She noted Xavier shaking his head, willing her to ignore the biker.

      Nope. Not tonight.

      She wheeled on him. “Okay, hot stuff,” she said. “Are you man enough to ride the Wheel of Death?”

      “Ride you, sweetheart? Anytime,” the biker slurred.

      “How many of you want to see him take the ride of a lifetime?” Blade called to the crowd.

      The audience burst into cheers and whistles. One of his pack shoved him, causing him to momentarily lose his balance.

      Blade gave the audience a mischievous grin and winked. This is going to be fun.

      The lights went out, the music exploded, the twin pillars of fire danced on cue—and Xavier stomped offstage, refusing to participate. He stood among the audience, arms crossed, disapproval etched on his handsome face.

      I’m gonna bring this house to its knees. She grasped the biker’s hand and led him to the Wheel of Death. Just a little over six-feet in diameter, the black wheel dominated center stage. Skull Cap peered back over his shoulder, nodding to the audience. He tried to grab her, but Blade deftly side-stepped him and positioned him in front of the device. In a matter of seconds, she’d bound his wrists and ankles to the soft pine wood with leather straps.

      The high-octane music throttled into overdrive as Blade primed the audience for the one and only act of the night. “In 1938 the Gibsons thrilled audiences when they introduced the Wheel of Death at Madison Square Garden,” she said into her headset. “The Veiled Wheel of Death has only been performed by four artists to date. But tonight, not only will I perform this feat, but I’ll do it using both hands simultaneously. Are you ready to see history made?”

      “Hell yeah!” someone called out.

      “Blade! Blade! Blade!” someone began to chant. Instantly the crowd fell into the same rhythm.

      “Any last words?” she asked the biker through her mic.

      “You’re not the first woman to handcuff me,” he snickered.

      Okay, pal. You asked for it.

      She secured white silk paper over the target area. Now the biker was completely concealed, although Blade knew precisely where every limb was positioned.

      What’s the paper for, sweetheart? Some kinky fetish?” The questions were muffled, but Blade heard him loud and clear.

      She leaned in close and whispered in his ear. “It makes it easier for the crowd to see your blood—if I miss.”

      Blade walked to the black onyx table that held her equipment. She strapped on the custom-made holster that held two sheaths that belted around each thigh. There were four knives in each sheath. Resembling a futuristic gunslinger in her costume, she stretched out her arms, shaking them slightly to loosen her shoulders, then sashayed to the wheel and, with one hard pull, started the wheel in motion.

      By now, the biker would be disoriented, belly up, and bile rising. Not quite the ride he’d anticipated.

      The beat of the bass drum pulsated through her body as she removed two knives and gauged their weight, their perfect balance in each hand. In one choreographed move, she flipped the knives into the air, catching each by its blade before rearing back, lunging forward, and letting the knives fly.

      Thwack. Thwack.

      In less than one second she drew out another two knives. In less than five seconds all eight knives were thrown, and the bright, white paper showed no stain of blood.

      The audience erupted in shouts and applause. When she removed the thin veil of paper, the biker had passed out, with his tank front covered in thick, yellow vomit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER TWO


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        November 14, 7:55 p.m.

        London, England

      

      

      Sir Edward Dunn adjusted his tie in the elevator and basked in his good fortune. He intended to celebrate his divorce from wife number three—finally. Even with a prenuptial agreement, the damn woman still left with millions of his hard-earned money. Tonight he’d get roaring drunk and bed a beautiful woman, and not necessarily in that order. His palatial home in the country paled against the robust distractions of London. A stay at the Park Lane Regent never disappointed. Although the last time his bit of fun at the hotel cost him his marriage.

      He would rather be horse-whipped than spend one more evening at the nearby Royal Opera House in Covent Garden. Or take an evening stroll to London’s West End, with its cacophony of theatregoers, as wife number three had insisted upon every damn visit. No, his tastes ran to more private entertainment.

      The Regent’s Boulevardier Bar afforded him this luxury. The dim lighting and dramatic black and burnished gold décor served seduction on a silver platter. Music from the adjoining foyer wafted through the open double doors. The atmosphere oozed romance, but with three ex-wives and no children, Sir Edward lived for his own pleasures. Oh, he served his country, too, as chairman of the Maritime Defense Corporation. And while it was true that making lucrative arms deals could be better than sex, he sometimes needed reminding that the activities were not mutually exclusive. He richly deserved a night out.

      A waiter escorted him to a seat at one of the intimate golden coves that lined the interior. After ordering a Bowmore whisky older than whatever woman he would bed tonight, he scanned the room. Dozens of patrons sat around dark wooden tables. All the barstools were occupied. Three attractive women appeared to be alone or waiting for someone. In orbit around them he counted seven overeager men shifting about like hyenas circling prey.

      Sir Edward dealt with reality, facts, numbers. And he never lied to himself. Women did not find him attractive. Never had. At sixty-one, he shaved his head rather than deal with the tufts of hair that remained around his ears. His lack of exercise showed in both physique and waxen pallor. But his wealth more than compensated for his lack of appeal.

      His competitors learned by hard experience not to underestimate him. Just last week he had crushed a hostile takeover attempt by his leadership and adept maneuvering. He refused to be put out to pasture like an old gelding or to allow a simpering foreigner to steal his company.

      One of the circling men, perhaps in his thirties, made his move on the stunning blonde at the end of the bar. Amused, Sir Edward grinned as the man’s charming demeanor turned to dismay, stepping back as if the woman were going to literally bite him.

      Time to show these pups how a real man made a conquest.

      The blonde took a sip of her martini. Her mane of long hair beckoned to be mussed and fondled. He fantasized about running his hands through the silky mass. She wore a scarlet sleeveless dress, a perfect shade for her pale complexion, with a plunging neckline that accentuated her firm breasts. Based on his experience, a woman dressed provocatively, sitting at a bar alone, signaled a green light to a bit of fun. She could be here on a first date. Or perhaps her tastes ran to someone more mature—someone with more to offer.

      He motioned for a waiter and ordered another drink for himself and one for the blonde. Five minutes later her gaze lingered on him as she raised her fresh martini in a toast. After taking a few sips, she stood, straightening her dress. She needn’t have bothered. The short dress hugged the curve of her body, and she damn well knew it. The sway of her hips mesmerized Sir Edward as she covered the twenty-five feet between them.

      “Why, aren’t you the gentleman,” the blonde said in a lilting Southern drawl. She slid next to him on the settee, crossing one long leg over the other.
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        * * *

      

      “She’s making her move.”

      Vivienne Martel spoke softly into a wireless security microphone from one of the far tables with a direct sightline to Sir Edward. For the most part, surveillance bored her, except for the rare occasions when she assumed a role and played dress-up. Today she’d created a role to blend into the atmosphere of elegance and sophistication.

      She had begun trailing Sir Edward in the morning, dressed as a middle-aged London executive, with a smart pantsuit and expensive handbag. For this leg of surveillance, she’d transformed into a British grande dame of a certain age, wearing a frumpy, floral dress and a gray wig that reminded her of Queen Elizabeth II’s coiffure. But she needn’t have bothered. He was oblivious to anyone not wearing a short skirt. She could almost feel sorry for the blonde.

      After several rounds of drinks, Sir Edward and the blonde stood to make their exit. She hugged his proffered arm to her breast and leaned into him, careful to keep the small, pearl-encrusted evening bag in her left hand.

      “They’re on the move.”

      Vivienne left fifty pounds on the table and followed the pair. The handle on her cane bore a carved wooden lion, and inside its shaft hid a rapier-pointed blade. A Walther PPQ semi-automatic pistol lay snug in her handbag.

      “Moving to the lift.”

      People milled about the lobby, making it difficult to stay in the guise of an infirm elderly woman. At this pace, she would never reach the lift in time. As a young man carrying an ice bucket hustled past her, Vivienne called, “Young man,” in a loud, tremulous voice. “Please be a dear and hold the door to the lift.”

      Anxious to please, the young man smiled, ran to the lift and, juggling the ice bucket, held the door open. Sir Edward and the blonde, alone in the lift, glared at the old woman, clearly annoyed at the interruption.

      Unperturbed, Vivienne entered and turned her back on the couple. An hour earlier, she had poured Annick Goutal Gardenia Passion eau de parfum on her dress. The aroma of gardenias filled the enclosure. An overpowering aroma of perfume to dull other senses.

      The lift slowly climbed. Sir Edward, ever the optimist, had reserved a suite at eleven thousand pounds a night. A pittance for a man with his annual income.

      Vivienne removed the glove from her right hand. Gripping a rapier or gun bare-handed would give her more control. Her heart rate accelerated slightly and all of her senses were on high alert. She never felt more alive than in moments like these. She could hear fabric rubbing against fabric behind her. The blonde wasted no time.

      The doors opened onto the sixth floor. To her left, Vivienne saw her partner pushing a room service cart toward them. She sidled to the right, allowing the couple to pass in front of her.

      Sir Edward and the blonde were trapped between them, just as planned.

      But with a startling twist, the blonde drew a semi-automatic from her clutch and drew down on the waiter—definitely not part of the plan.

      “Chase!” Vivienne cried out.

      Her partner dove behind a side table, the bullet grazing his upper arm.

      The blonde fired again. Chase hurled himself at the nearest doorway, giving him only inches of cover. Sir Edward stood frozen in the hallway.

      Vivienne saw the muzzle of Chase’s Glock clear the wall. Afraid of possible crossfire, she pulled on the lion’s head, exposing the rapier, and lunged at the blonde. The slit in the red dress allowed her opponent to move without restraint. She dodged, the rapier only shearing the red fabric.

      As Vivienne recovered, ready to strike again, the blonde drove her elbow into Sir Edward’s nose, blood quickly soaking the front of his shirt as he collapsed to the ground. Chase emerged from the doorway and drew his gun, but the blonde grabbed Sir Edward by the scruff of his suit and hauled him up, using him as a human shield, a gun to his head.

      “Unhand me! I’m a knight of the British realm!” Sir Edward bellowed, thrashing in indignation—until the blonde ground the barrel of her gun into his temple.

      “Darlin’,” she said to Chase, “it seems we’re deadlocked.” Flicking her gaze to Vivienne, she addressed them both. “I propose y’all allow me to leave on this elevator, and I leave you this pile of excrement,” she drawled, her face awash with exhilaration. “Sir Edward, be a sugar and press the button.”

      Sir Edward complied, and within seconds the lift doors opened. The blonde backed one careful step, then another into the lift, dragging Sir Edward with her.

      Chase, gun still trained on the pair, moved closer. “I don’t trust you.”

      The blonde smiled. “Smart and handsome.”

      Just as the doors began to close, Chase and Vivienne rushed forward. They halted as she kicked Sir Edward out of the elevator to sprawl at their feet.

      And took one parting shot.

      Directly into Sir Edward’s head.

      Chase fired his weapon into the closing doors, though Vivienne could tell by the flash of the blonde’s smile that he’d failed to hit her. He ran for the stairs, leaving Vivienne with a lifeless Sir Edward Dunn.

      The assassin was intuitive, cunning, and ruthless. Vivienne should have known her brother would only hire the best.

      Her vendetta against her brother was like an open sore—perpetually bleeding, never healing, the pain a constant irritant—but there was much more to her mission than mere revenge, however richly deserved. René must be stopped before more innocent lives were lost.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        November 15, 12:30 a.m.

        Andratx, Mallorca, Spain

      

      

      The Spaniard drew deeply on his cigarette, then pitched it over the retaining wall. A stiff breeze caught a few dying embers before they disappeared into the night. He leaned his knuckles on the stone wall, and stared at the Tower of Souls in the distance.

      For centuries, that strong sentinel had withstood punishing storms and attacks from pirates and invaders. In the twenty-first century he would be the watchtower, protecting the planet and mankind from itself. Even if it meant sacrificing a few hundred million souls in the process.

      His ancestors had long been wealthy landowners, loyal to the Spanish crown, each generation holding powerful government positions. His grandfather, a renowned bullfighter, appeared on the cover of Time magazine in America, bringing prestige and honor to his family and country. Even his own father served as Secretary of State for International Cooperation—until he died in a car crash with his wife when the Spaniard was twelve years old.

      Sent to live with his aunt and uncle, his Abuela insisted he be groomed to follow family tradition, and the Spaniard was sent to a military boarding school in England. Intelligent and glib, he thrived in the all-male environment where manipulation and coercion reigned supreme. He excelled in history and found the military campaigns of Alexander the Great, Julius Caesar, and Sun Tzu fascinating. But what captured his curiosity and focus were the dictatorships of Hitler, Stalin, and Mao Zedong. How did these men rule millions of people? Through fear? Propaganda? Starvation?

      Seeds of his future were planted.

      Post-graduate studies at Oxford earned him high praise from professors, many urging him into politics, but his passions went well beyond that of being a politician. A profession of vast wealth and privilege was required; and so he founded Martel Unlimited, a fashion retail company that would eventually earn him billions and open opportunities for his global campaign.

      For years, he cultivated relationships within the power elite of a dozen countries, invested and expanded his interests in international trade and media ownership, and kept his illegal activities hidden behind the mask of the Spaniard. Every business decision, every relationship, every Euro spent was to fulfill one goal: to birth an authoritarian world government ruled by him.

      During the past five years, the Spaniard had doggedly acquired twenty-five percent of the  world’s arms-producing and military-services companies, primarily in Europe and the Middle East. Like any military campaign, he strategized and used appropriate force when necessary. But that wasn’t enough. The United States, China, and Great Britain would soon be begging on their knees. Tonight’s operation in London must succeed.

      He who controls the weapons controls the world.

      The Spaniard’s hostile takeover attempt for Maritime Defense Corporation had failed, due in large part to Sir Edward Dunn, who had proven to be a worthy opponent. Dunn’s elimination could not attract undue attention, yet a clear and definite message must be conveyed to the other board members—sign over the company or suffer the consequences.

      To that end, Ellis Stephens had been dispatched to London two days ago, her orders simple: assassinate Sir Edward Dunn with finesse. An accident, a suicide, it made no difference. A master at her craft, she eliminated the enemy with precision, like a scalpel in a surgeon’s hand.

      By now, Dunn should be a blip in history. He checked his smartphone for the third time in the past thirty minutes. No message, no call.

      The Spaniard paced the length of the terrace in his silk robe, bare feet brushing against the cold travertine tiles. At fifty-one, he looked a decade younger with his wavy salt and pepper hair combed back, and trim athletic build thanks to an exercise regimen that twenty-somethings would envy. Tabloids often compared the charismatic fashion magnate to his grandfather, the matador who amazed crowds with his showmanship.

      Why hasn’t Ellis reported in?

      He paused at the patio bar and poured himself a generous amount of 1762 Gautier Cognac into a crystal tumbler. At least the French could do this right. He brought the glass to his lips and swallowed, savoring the liquid gold as it warmed his throat. Heat settled low.

      Phase One of his ambitious plan to disrupt predetermined governments and appoint puppet regional rulers would take a deep reservoir of wealth. Martel Unlimited, over the decades, had generated billions, which the Spaniard tapped to multiply his riches by drug-running, engaging in human trafficking, and backing certain pornographic enterprises. These were necessary evils. Sacrifices must be made.

      His phone rang in his pocket. “Ellis, qué sucede?” he asked after the fourth ring. “Did all go as planned?”

      “Yes,” she said. “But we’ve been compromised.”

      That word…compromised. It evoked weakness, vulnerability.

      “Be here in two hours. I’ll expect a full report when you arrive.” He ended the call and jammed the phone back into his pocket.

      “Mierda!” he screamed.

      He took another swig of cognac, then dashed the empty tumbler against the tile floor. Glass flew in all directions, the sound reverberating in the stillness.

      A security guard hotfooted around the corner of the villa, gun drawn. The guard took one look at his employer, turned on his heel, and returned to his post.

      The Spaniard balled his hand into a fist. A traitor roamed among his ranks. This Judas was getting sloppy—or desperate. Two failed operations in the past four months. Many millions lost. And he knew at the heart of his failures beat his sister—Vivienne.

      Was his organization so easily penetrated? The traitor would die, slowly and painfully.

      Copper fire bowls adorned the four corners of the pool. Flames illuminated the approach of a young, naked woman along its decking, hips gently swaying, a smile playing at her lips. The nineteen-year-old reminded him of a tiger, both in and out of bed. The scratches she’d left on his back hours before still stung.

      She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his neck, biting the flesh along his jugular vein. “Join me for a swim,” she cooed. Her hands strayed to his chest until he shoved her away.

      “Go back to bed,” he growled.

      Hope stretched languorously in front of him, defying him, before diving into the water without a splash. Water vapor rose from the eighty-four-degree water. The Spaniard studied the former swimming champion as she glided over the water’s surface, one fluid stroke after another, her long blond hair flowing behind her.

      Business before pleasure.

      “Quinn!” he bellowed, dropping into one of the patio chairs.

      Alec Quinn emerged from the villa, taking long strides to the terrace, wearing jeans and a Manchester United sweatshirt. The Spaniard’s second-in-command slept little, a lesson well-learned from his youth on the streets of Liverpool.

      “Is Sir Edward Dunn neutralized?” Quinn asked.

      The Spaniard considered the question and the younger man. He remembered the sly teenager lifting his wallet in London without fear. Even then, the Spaniard had recognized Quinn’s cunning and resourcefulness. Raw talent and promise. Rather than hire trusted staff, the Spaniard decided to cultivate one. Educated at the University of Manchester and trained by a paramilitary organization, Quinn’s brain and brawn could handle any situation. At thirty-one, he managed the illegal day-to-day operations of Daystar LLC, a shell company with no apparent ties to Martel Unlimited.

      “The London operation was successful. Ellis should be here within hours.”

      Quinn nodded. “Your orders?”

      “I read the dossier you prepared on Genevieve Broussard. Her DNA is a match. It appears my sister kept secrets from me before her disappearance.”

      “Genevieve is definitely your niece,” Quinn said.

      “Take the jet to New Orleans and bring her here. I don’t care how you do it. I want her in my possession within ten days. If my sister is behind these setbacks, having Genevieve as a pawn should even the playing field.”

      Quinn nodded and turned on his heel.

      The Spaniard often thought of Quinn as a ghost. The younger man was adept in any situation, but most importantly, his lieutenant never left a trail that could lead anyone back to himself or his enterprise.

      The Spaniard tilted his head back, watching the storm clouds roil over the island. Insignificant compared to the tsunami he intended to unleash on the world in fifteen days.

      Shucking his robe, he waded into the warm water, hip deep, allowing the sensual contact to arouse him. He stood in Hope’s path and caught her by the waist as she rose up. “Change your mind?” she asked, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      His hands ran across her stomach and over her breasts, then snaked around her neck and slowly squeezed. Hope tried to pry his fingers free, but he tightened his hold. Panic suffused her face as she began to struggle, but the Spaniard fully submerged her into the water. He loved this part of taking a life, to see the sheer terror when they realized only seconds remained to them on this earth.

      Hope tried to get her footing, to raise her tall frame for leverage, but her body eventually surrendered as she slowly lost consciousness. He closed his eyes, imagining it was Vivienne he held underwater. His sister had betrayed him once. She would not have the opportunity to do so again.

      Once, his grandfather spoke of El extasis, the ecstasy, after killing a courageous bull in the ring. Hope had come to know too much about this business dealings to live. Her lifeless body, yellow hair cascading around her, was beautiful. He shook his head, reliving the last day with her. She would be missed, but as in bullfighting, there were other women to tame, fight, and conquer.

      Nothing excited him more than the hunt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        November 17, 4:31 p.m.

        Florence, Italy

      

      

      Vivienne Martel considered how best to plead her case.

      Rain pelted against the windows of a converted farmhouse above Piazzale Michelangelo, the home of Thomas Kazir, the present Soldati di Cristo Commander. Once every quarter, Thomas opened his home for an evening meal and planning session that sometimes lasted well past the stroke of twelve. Tonight, five senior staff, including herself, sat around the barn table laden with pasta dishes, fried chicken, sautéed vegetables, and warm bread. Lively banter and exaggerated exploits buzzed among the group, and for the first time since being promoted to second-in-command, she felt disconnected from her comrades. The secret she kept felt like a betrayal to her mission and friends.

      She rose from the table to crack open a window with a view of the backyard. The soft patter of rain and the fresh damp pungency of earth soothed the ghosts that always hovered just out of reach. A string of outdoor party lights illuminated the patio, making the shrubs and flowers glisten. The sight of a runnel traveling down the sloping yard transported her to another rain swept scene across the globe eight months before.

      Heavy rainfall and the possibility of landslides through the forested terrain of the Chittagong Hill Tracts in Bangladesh had made the trek to the small village treacherous. The keening cries of women could be heard before her party arrived at the clearing. All that remained of the village were smoldering mounds of wood, old people huddled together under the canopy of trees, and bodies of dead men. The young women, gone.

      Missionaries assigned to the area reported widespread attacks on the Jumma people, routinely targeted by the military and Bengalis settlers. The Ecumenical Council of Churches had contacted the Soldati to ask them to investigate the allegations and take action—if necessary. Vivienne led a few of her team to search the area for any other survivors.

      One disfigured young girl lay curled, hidden among the foliage. Vivienne did not attempt to hold the traumatized girl. Instead, she fell to her knees, bowed her head, and prayed. The forest stilled, as if it too grieved for the dead and missing.

      Above pristine lakes, the green, forested mountains hid the uglier truth of a government intent on ethnically cleansing the beautiful Chittagong Hill Tracts for economic gain. The terrified elders were questioned, but they remained mute. Her team packed what they could and led the twenty-two survivors to safety. Upon boarding boats that awaited them at the Karnaphuli River, the young girl grabbed her hand and whispered, “Spyāniẏārḍa.” The Spaniard.

      Vivienne reeled, an icy spike of cold piercing her soul. She recalled those two words from her childhood. Memories flooded back of her grandfather’s estate in Andalusia, his performances in the bullring, and her twin brother’s nickname for her—La Española—as she mimicked her grandfather with a red muleta and sword. Happier days, before life changed irrevocably.

      As she leaned against the bow of the boat, foreboding clawed at her. If the Spaniard and René were the same person…she had to be sure. No matter the time or cost.

      During a three-month leave of absence, she had chased leads, hopscotching third world countries to eventually uncover the truth. The Spaniard hid in plain sight behind wealth and respectability. Proof was another matter.

      To underestimate the Spaniard meant a multitude would suffer the consequences if she could not convince her comrades around the table that her brother must be stopped. If given a chance, she would kill the bastard and not feel one ounce of remorse.

      Vivienne spun around, her action interrupting the meal. “We are this close to exposing the Spaniard,” she said, holding her thumb and forefinger an inch apart. “Three days ago, we failed our mission to save Sir Edward Dunn. One woman upended our operation.”

      “We had our asses handed to us,” Chase corrected. “I have the stitches to prove it.”

      Undeterred, Vivienne said with renewed vigor, “But, based on actionable intel, we have thwarted two attacks on munitions plants in Great Britain and Germany. Millions of lives have been spared.”

      She began pacing around the table, unable to sit still.

      “My informant tells me there is an operation in play to kidnap an American. The target is unknown, but the Spaniard has made it a top priority. Which makes it ours. We can’t stop now.”

      “First,” Thomas countered, “you can’t possibly know if our interference has saved millions of lives, although I’m sure it has hurt his bottom line.” He paused to sip from his caffè. The Nigerian looked more like an accountant than a commander, with his crisp white shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows. He gave the impression of someone relaxed, enjoying a coffee and croissant at a bistro with a friend. No one made that mistake twice. He led the organization with a steel will and resolve that would rival the Apostle Paul’s.

      “Vivienne,” he went on, “I appreciate how passionately you believe this Spaniard is your twin brother. But I fear your judgment, my friend, is clouded.” Thomas placed his porcelain cup on the table. “Our intelligence shows no ties between René Martel and any illegal activity. You expect us to risk our lives and compromise our mission based on one source whom you refuse to identify.”

      She paused and took a deep breath before taking her seat at the table. The Soldati utilized the cover of darkness and an incredibly expansive and sophisticated intelligence-gathering network to minimize casualties and maximize results.

      “I’m as utterly devoted to our mission as anyone here, but there won’t be any Christians to save if René isn’t stopped.” It was all Vivienne could do to maintain her composure. “This isn’t hyperbole, Thomas. This is a twenty-first century Hitler with incredible resources at his disposal and few, if any, constraints. He doesn’t need to go to the trouble of conquering countries one at a time. It’s all there for him—wholesale domination, in a single stroke. Unless he’s stopped.”

      Thomas steepled his fingers before him. “May I remind everyone sitting around this table that even after two millennia, radicals still burn Christians at the stake. It is our sole mission to protect and save those who are at risk. We don’t single out one person or entity and put our soldiers in harm’s way.” Thomas’ gaze circled the other five people around the table before settling on Chase. “One of our own could have been killed during the London fiasco. Thankfully, Chase only sustained a minor injury. And yet, Vivienne, this informant tells you the Spaniard has plans to kidnap an American. Care to speculate on why you’re being supplied this intel?”

      Vivienne refused to take the bait. “We can’t ignore a person in imminent danger. I propose we investigate the claim and have a rescue team on standby.”

      “This isn’t our fight,” Thomas reasoned.

      She slowly scanned the room, then glared at her superior. “I want to hear from the rest of the team.”

      “This isn’t a democracy,” Thomas snapped. “There is a chain of command, and you aren’t Commander—yet. But, feedback from the team might clear the air. Xiu, you’re the IT genius, what have you learned so far?”

      The young woman hesitated, clearly uncomfortable with reporting first. “There is no doubt that René Martel has amassed a considerable fortune. Maybe a staggering one. According to Forbes, his net worth is $43 billion. But”—she wagged two fingers in the air—“he has two offshore accounts that have received an influx of money in the past two months totaling another $20 billion. My team is continuing to unravel his significant holdings until you order otherwise.”

      “That is more than enough to buy a nuclear bomb,” Vivienne said under her breath.

      “Luc, as our chief strategist, do you think this Spaniard poses an immediate threat?” Thomas asked.

      Luciano Conti shifted uncomfortably as Vivienne turned her attention to him. After a decade of working together, she depended upon his ability to stay resolute under pressure and somewhat detached from the rigors of field operations. This placidity also drove her positively nuts.

      “Between the time we stopped the destruction of the two munition plants and our failed London operation, forty-eight Christians have died in North Korea, India, and China. Why not discreetly give our intel about the Spaniard to MI6 or the CIA? Let the Brits or Americans do something about him.”

      Vivienne snatched her mug of instant coffee from the table, stood, and walked back to the window. She winced. Nothing more appalling than cold instant coffee or Luc living up to my expectations.

      “Finn, your thoughts?” Thomas asked.

      The Irishman had joined the Ireland Defense Forces after the death of his sister in a bombing in Northern Ireland. There he learned how to dispose of bombs and other ordnance. Vivienne could never read Finn. He was fearless in a fight, contemplative in strategy meetings, and kept to himself in his downtime.

      Finn winked at the group. “Let’s give the bugger a kick in the arse.”

      Vivienne exhaled slowly, relieved that at least one person was on her side. The streetlights below appeared like apparitions, one by one, like all the ghosts she could still see and hear on her failed missions. She would take the fight to René, no matter the outcome of this meeting—for the lost. For the forgotten.

      Two to one and only Chase left to give his opinion. Despite their age difference, Vivienne understood the younger man’s battle with an unreconciled past. Regret and remorse, twin specters in their psyche.

      “Vivienne is right. We’ve seen Gaddafi, Hussein, and the Ayatollah Khamenei. The Spaniard is one nuclear weapon away from causing mass destruction. If this is a vote, I’d vote with Vivienne. He could strike anywhere, anytime.”

      Thomas stood, leaning his arms against the table. “Thank you for your candor. Until I make a final decision, Xiu, you and your team will continue to drill into Martel’s business affairs. Chase and Finn, you’re on standby for a rescue operation if we hear of an American taken captive. Luc, monitor and coordinate our efforts.” Thomas walked to the sideboard and poured two glasses of red wine, making it clear the meeting was over—early. “Vivienne, please stay.”

      The four Soldati filed out, leaving a cold silence in the room.

      “Join me in a drink?” Thomas said, taking a seat next to her.

      Vivienne could never stay angry at the man who rescued her from the streets of Paris. She took his hand in hers, absorbing his warmth as she rubbed her thumb against the soft skin of his palm. It had been years since he fought in the field, but she knew he remembered every operation, every casualty the Soldati di Cristo suffered.

      “Do you know anything about this American?” he asked gently.

      “I would tell you if I did,” Vivienne said, not meeting his eyes.

      “You are not a good liar.” Taking hold of her chin, he turned her to face him. “It’s Genevieve, isn’t it?”

      “The bastard has found my daughter.”
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