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			New Year’s Eve

			1996

			Santiago del Estero, Argentina

			“This is fantastic, Princesa.”

			“Yes, Papa. I saved the best for last.”

			“I see that.” Carlos admired his daughter’s painting of their old house in Trelew, Argentina. In front of the house stood Bella, Karina’s Maltese, who had died a year earlier at fifteen. Bella had been part of the Navarre family and had mattered to Karina more than anyone realized. Karina took the loss harder than anyone.

			“This is your late Christmas and New Year present,” Karina explained to her father.

			“It was worth the wait.” Carlos lifted his ten-year-old into his arms and kissed her temple. Gloria Navarre entered the living room with two champagne flutes and handed one to her husband.

			“You know what we need to do before the clock strikes midnight?” she asked.

			

			“What?” Karina looked up at her mother expectantly.

			“Share our New Year’s resolutions.”

			“What is a New Year’s resolution?” Karina asked, puzzled, still seated on her father’s lap.

			“It’s a promise you make to yourself to start doing something good or stop doing something bad in the new year.”

			Karina thought for a moment. She will share more, she decided.

			“I promise to share more.”

			“That sounds wonderful.” Gloria smiled.

			“…and eat all the veggies you sneak into my meals,” Karina added quickly.

			Both Gloria and Carlos laughed.

			“Let’s set realistic goals,” Carlos teased.

			“What about you, Mama?” Karina asked.

			A sudden thud at the door pulled Carlos’s attention. He might have dismissed it as paranoia if a second, louder thud had not followed. He stood, forcing Karina off his lap, and edged toward the windows. The first clue appeared in the reflection on the glass, a guard’s foot, motionless in the doorway.

			He went pale. Gloria put a finger to her lips and signaled silence to Karina. She grabbed her daughter’s shoulders and shoved her beneath the sofa.

			Bang. The door swung open, revealing five men dressed in black. One stepped forward.

			He moved away from the group, creating distance to mark his authority. He wore a tailored dark suit with a matching shirt, his shoes gleaming like polished glass. Though all five looked sharp, the leader stood apart.

			Gloria stood trembling behind her husband. Karina, sensing danger, did not move. The ten-year-old had rehearsed this moment with her mother for years. Gloria had always warned her that monsters existed who would hurt them because of who they were and what they represented, and that she must be ready if it happened. She must be as silent as the grave, Karina recalled, and never reveal where she is hiding. Tonight she did exactly that.

			She could not see the invaders’ faces, but she could see their shoes. Her eyes fixed on the shiniest pair. They stood directly in front of her father’s bare feet.

			“Carlos Navarre,” a deep voice said, likely from the man with the glossy shoes. “This was easier than I thought it would be.” His cold chuckle filled the room.

			“Mrs. Navarre,” he added, his tone heavy with false respect.

			“Tomas?” her father demanded. “You have some nerve storming into my home as if you own it. What is the meaning of this?”

			“Be careful,” the deep voice warned. “It is a new day. You lost before the battle began. I am taking over your empire, and there is nothing you can do to stop me. Your men in the building are gone. You are finished, Navarre. If you are as wise as you portray yourself to be, you will recite your final prayers and beg for clemency before I squeeze this trigger.”

			“You traitorous bastard,” Carlos roared. “Tell me, what coerced you to act against the hand that fed you all these years? You were nothing. I made you, and this is how you repay me?”

			“You are weak, Navarre. You call yourself the boss, the Don,” the man said with a slight laugh. “You are a joke. We did your dirty work while you sat on your high horse and collected. I no longer answer to weak men.”

			“You will not survive with this kind of betrayal on your record. No one will trust you. Think very hard about what you are doing.”

			

			“Oh, I have thought about it,” he crowed. “While you sat at your table, filling your belly from our blood and sweat, I prepared for this. I have waited for this day for a long time.”

			“You were always in my home, seated at my table with my family, breaking bread, and today you stab me in the back?” Carlos said incredulously.

			“You give me too much credit. I am no Judas. You sealed your own fate, Carlos. I am here to make your passage smooth.” He released the safety on the gun and aimed at Carlos’s head.

			In that moment little Karina realized she knew the monster. The voice had sounded familiar, but her fear had clouded her judgment. It was her father’s friend, Uncle Tomas. Why would he do this? she wondered.

			“This is absurd, Tomas. This is between us. Let my wife go and we will settle this like men.”

			“As you wish,” Tomas said, just before a sharp, ear-piercing sound tore through the room. The blast echoed against the walls, and for a split second everything froze.

			Gloria’s body jolted, then crumpled to the floor beside the sofa. Her head turned as she fell, and when she landed, her lifeless eyes were facing Karina. Blood trickled down her temple, following the curve of her cheek before staining the carpet.

			Karina’s breath caught. She could not move, could not even cry out. Mama? she thought, but no sound came. The stillness of those eyes told her everything. Her mother was gone.

			A deep, agonizing scream erupted from her father, filling the room and shaking the air around her.

			Her father’s scream tore through the house like a living thing.

			“There it is. I let her go. Now we handle this as men.” Tomas shoved his weapon between him and Carlos.

			

			Karina stared at her mother’s lifeless eyes and whimpered without sound. Tears never stopped; they spilled over her hands. Mama? she mouthed.

			“I’ll destroy you, Tomas,” her father rasped, then a dreadful noise cut the air. As she had feared, his body collapsed over her mother. Karina shut her eyes and drew a sharp breath.

			The man’s boots hovered over the bodies for a long moment before he spoke again. “Let’s get out of this rubbish dump.”

			“How about the kid?” one of his followers asked.

			A low hush settled across the room while the men weighed the question. Heavy footsteps moved quickly and climbed the stairs. Doors slammed, screams tore through the building. Karina clamped both hands over her mouth to smother a howl, closed her eyes, and prayed. Her heart pounded so hard she thought the others might hear it. She must be as still as a grave, her mother’s voice whispered in her memory.

			“She’s just a stupid girl. What can she do?” Tomas said at last. For a moment his voice wavered.

			“Tomas?” one of his men protested.

			“Do you want to put a bullet into a little girl’s heart?” Anger laced his words.

			No one answered.

			“Or perhaps you want to adopt her?” he added.

			Still nothing.

			“Leave that dirty little thing. She’ll end up a whore like the rest of them if she’s not dead within two years.”

			“Did you find the sleazeball?” he snarled, naming Savio Cardozo, Carlos’s friend and second in command.

			“Not yet,” came the reply.

			“Find him. The takeover isn’t finished until he’s put down.”

			

			He fired again into her father, the shots tearing the room with the finality of an execution.

			When the footsteps finally faded, Karina inched forward until she could see the intruder who had ruined her life. Her sobs broke free when she recognized the face. It was, in fact, Uncle Tomas.
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			Leuven, Belgium

			Present Day

			A serene night. Stars scattered the sky like diamonds. The full moon hung low, lighting the path and casting a pale glow across her vision as she peered through the night vision scope of her sniper rifle, Ruby. The weapon had been custom built to her specifications, a perfect balance of reach and precision, capable of delivering a clean shot at over 1.25 miles, just over two kilometers.

			Tonight the job put her at about two thousand yards from the target. Two thousand yards is 1,828.8 meters, or about 1.136 miles, well within Ruby’s range.

			She breathed in the cool air and let the wind play at her hair, savoring the calm that followed the heightened alert. This is where she belonged. This is the moment she lived for, she thought. The bullet threads the night and finds the one place that ends everything.

			The agency issued her a distinctive phone with a secure app. Contracts came through that app and disappeared once the job was done. The postings listed name, location, and fee. No negotiation. She had not had one of those alerts for six months. Ruby had grown restless. So had she. Twice a week during the dry spell she would take the rifle apart and reassemble it until the parts were as familiar as her own hands.

			She lay prone, legs splayed for stability. Her left hand supported the forearm, her right index finger hovered above the trigger. Trajectory settings were locked. Wind, temperature, and elevation had been checked and factored in. She let the night settle around her and waited for the right moment.

			Three black Alfa Romeo SUVs rolled up like clockwork. Men in suits spilled out of each car, practiced and slow. The target stepped free from the center vehicle, straightened his jacket without glancing to his left. Karina’s breath slowed. She exhaled, tightened her grip, and squeezed.

			The round left Ruby with a velocity comparable to 1,700 miles per hour, about 761 meters per second. At that speed the projectile closed the 1,828.8 meters in roughly 2.4 seconds. In those seconds she tracked the arc in her mind, calculated the drop and the drift, held steady through the tiny corrections. Time stretched taut.

			The bullet struck high in his chest, slightly left of center. Impact snapped him backward before his body crumpled to the pavement. Bullseye.

			In under three minutes she dismantled the scope, packed Ruby carefully into her case, and climbed into the waiting car for the short drive to the airstrip. Her gloves came off for a moment as she fished her phone from her jacket pocket. It vibrated. Caller unknown flashed on the screen.

			“Yes?” she answered with a trace of impatience.

			“It’s Savio,” the voice said, grimmer than usual.

			“Why are you calling from an unknown number?” she asked.

			

			“Are you on your way back?” he countered.

			“What’s going on?” she replied.

			His breathing was loud on the line. “Hurry back. We have a problem.”

			“Just say it.” She respected Savio, her father-in-law and her late father’s friend, but the interruption came at the worst possible moment. She wished, privately, for the few quiet seconds she allowed herself after a kill.

			“It’s Thian.”

			“What about him?”

			“He’s dead,” Savio managed, his voice breaking. “Do you hear me? They took my boy.”

			Her hands dropped into her lap, and the sudden motion sent her phone slipping from her grasp, disappearing beneath the front seat. She didn’t move to retrieve it. Her gaze remained locked on the back of the headrest, blank and unmoving, her mind strangely emptied of all thought.

			“We’re here, Ms. Navarre,” came the faint, muffled voice of her chauffeur.

			She looked up slowly, offering him a vacant stare. She had no idea how long she had been lost in that stupor. Long enough, she guessed, since the distance between her last stop and the hangar was roughly forty kilometers. Twenty minutes of oblivion.

			When she opened the car door, the driver bent slightly and held out her phone. “You dropped this, ma’am.” Karina took it without a word and slipped it into her coat pocket.

			Drawing a steadying breath, she collected herself and stepped out of the car, grabbing Ruby from the seat beside her.

			The pilot nodded as she ascended the airstair, but she passed him without acknowledgment. Once seated, she turned to the window, her reflection faint against the fading light. The aircraft lifted smoothly, cutting through the clouds.

			A muted sigh escaped her as she forced her spine straight. The muscles in her neck tightened, pulling taut as her pulse quickened. Heat flushed her skin, anger rising in sharp, silent waves. When the hostess approached with a glass of champagne, Karina waved her away without a word.

			From the small television above, the BBC broadcast filled the cabin, distant voices, breaking news, and the steady hum of a world that moved on without her.

			BREAKING NEWS — Petrak Novak, former Czech Prime Minister, was assassinated at 21:48 at the front entrance of the Park Inn Hotel, where he had been staying for the past two days. No report on whether he was on official duty or a private visit. The Belgian Federal Police team is actively engaged in the hunt for the assassin who might still be in the district. Roadblocks have been placed all over the city as the manhunt continues. We will keep you informed as we receive more information on this cowardly act. Reporting live just outside the Park Inn Hotel in Leuven, Belgium, this is Peggy Atkinson.

			Her phone chimed, the screen lighting up with a bank alert confirming the six-figure payment she had been promised.

		

	
		
			

			Part 
One

			[image: A white line with black background

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

			Punish only he who has committed a crime.

			—Marcus Aurelius
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			Trelew, Argentina

			1997 - Two months after the assassination of the Navarres

			“One. Tomas Delgado.

			Two. Four men in suits.

			One. Tomas Delgado.

			Two. Four men in suits.

			One—”

			“What are you doing?” Karina sat on the rug with her legs folded beneath her, leaning against the coffee table. She kept scribbling the name and those of the unknown assailants who had taken the lives of her parents and everyone in the house she’d grown up in.

			“My list of people I will kill,” she muttered without looking at Savio. “One. Tomas Delgado. Two—”

			“Stop it.” Savio scolded, and her head shot up, meeting his stare with her once innocent hazel eyes that were now cold and filled with agony and pain. It sent a chill down his back. Desolate, bitter, and detached were a few words to describe her.

			“You can’t say such things. Your parents would be disappointed to hear such inhumane words coming from you.”

			“They are dead,” she reminded him.

			Savio sighed and sat on the couch across from her. “Do you even know who the four men are?”

			“I’ll find out.”

			“How?” he tried to understand her reasoning.

			“I will ask Tomas Delgado right before I kill him.” She kept her eyes fixed on Savio as she enunciated each word with great care.

			He chuckled dryly, then squared his shoulders. Her response, especially coming from a ten-year-old child, was deeply unsettling. The damage would linger for a long time, and she was now his responsibility. It was his duty to ensure the inevitable mental disorder this pain would bring was suppressed before it turned into something poisonous.

			He had found her two months ago, the night her parents were assassinated, balled up like a baby under the sofa and clutching her mother’s cold hand. Quietly and in tears, she sang an old Cuban lullaby, Duérmete mi niño, a song her mother had sung to her from infancy until the day she died. She was wrecked beyond belief when he found her. It broke his heart more than the death of his best friend, her father, Carlos Navarre.

			She was no doubt grieving in the worst possible way, permanently trapped in phase two of the grieving process: anger. Carlos and Savio had been friends for many years before Karina was born. Savio had been his confidant prior to his escape from Cuba to Argentina after the Granma landing, in 1957. Carlos Navarre, whose real name was Emeterio Valdés, was no victim of the revolution but one of Fidel Castro’s fighters. A group formed by Castro to overthrow the then-President, Fulgencio Batista. The July 26th Movement, they called it. But he didn’t do it because he believed in Castro’s economic or social philosophies. He did it to gain power and recognition, to build an army of his own while he pushed drugs and weapons undetected through the system.

			In 1955, Castro and his crew fled to Mexico to regroup after failing to overthrow the government. Carlos, a.k.a. Emeterio, was part of the squad. In Mexico, he used his time fruitfully to secure his power by aligning himself with drug traffickers, illegal arms distributors, and buyers. He was among the fighters who returned to Cuba on the Granma yacht with the same mission to overthrow Batista. The sixty-foot diesel-powered cabin cruiser made history as a symbolic vessel of the Cuban guerrilla war. The yacht has since been on exhibition in a glass enclosure at the Granma Memorial in Havana.

			Unfortunately for the uprisers, Batista was well-prepared for their arrival. Many of Castro’s fighters perished that day, but Emeterio ended his time in the guerrilla war by abandoning the crew and fleeing to Argentina in 1957.

			He met and married a woman twenty years his junior in Buenos Aires in 1985. He was fifty-two, and she had just turned thirty-one—a beautiful Cuban national who sought asylum with her ailing mother in Argentina. They had fled to Argentina when she was only a year old and lived there for many years.

			Gloria, the maiden, was in survival mode when she met Emeterio and fell madly in love with him. At thirty-two, she gave birth to Karina, a replica of herself. Emeterio made a life for himself in Argentina after moving in with Savio. He was no fool. Millions earned from his illegal trade were stashed away to start his new life. He lived as a law-abiding citizen for five years, waiting it out. When the noise of the revolution calmed down, Carlos Navarre was born and quickly became a feared name in Argentina. Savio faithfully acted as his right-hand man, running the streets and claiming power over the weak. For over two decades, Carlos governed with an iron fist until his untimely death at the hands of a man he trusted.

			After the first decade of his reign, Carlos Navarre was no longer pushing drugs or selling guns. He was the man they approached for protection and smooth entry into the underworld—the one they paid dues to or perished. No criminal organization survived without his commendation. There were two top families back then: the Navarre Family and the Vargas Family. There was an understanding between both families that kept them alive and thriving for years.

			Argentina was one of the largest countries in South America, with poorly patrolled borders, a flaw that allowed drugs, weapons, and other prohibited goods to move into and through the country with ease. The lack of restrictions elevated Carlos to a superior status faster than he projected. A coup erupted in the country between 1976 and 1983; it was nothing short of a blessing in disguise for his trade. He expanded, and his revenue increased by two hundred percent, growing his distribution network at a fast pace. Back then, law enforcement was a joke. The cops looked the other way for a piece of the profits, and Carlos—well, let’s just say, you could call him the Chief of Police. He owned the force.

			Tomas Delgado, only five years younger than Carlos, was just a petty thief when Carlos recruited him into his organization. He rose through the ranks faster than any man who ever worked for Carlos. Carlos trusted his way of thinking. He was the young blood who identified with the streets. He kept Carlos abreast of every criminal organization’s latest development, new or old, operating in the country. He excelled at what he did. Ensuring aspiring criminal networks were not operating in the country without paying allegiance to the king was one of his many duties.

			Somewhere down the line, he grew greedy, green-eyed, wanting what was not owed to him. He made a pass at Carlos’s young bride, Gloria. He promised her a much more glamorous life if she agreed to his proposal. He assured her that Carlos would be out of the picture and soon there’d be a new king. She never took him seriously, though at the time Savio suspected more had happened between the two.

			Money laundering in Argentina was a lucrative business and a significant division of Carlos’s organization—a division he put his executioner, Tomas Delgado, in charge of. That was when things began to change. Tomas started to change. He was not only laundering money for the criminal organizations that paid Navarre for their specialized services but had his own schemes. In just two years of being in charge, he swindled twenty million dollars from the Navarre Organization. No honor among criminals, one would agree. Carlos eventually caught wind of what had been happening. Initially, he brushed it off—no way Tomas would betray him—but when one of his major clients, El Lopez, was assassinated, and all fingers pointed at Tomas, Carlos couldn’t sit back any longer. He started to watch him closely. Delgado killed him before he could get any closer.

			Savio refused to go underground when his closest friend was executed. He occupied Navarre’s seat and conducted business as he knew Carlos would expect him to. They lost a significant number of men that fateful night, but a few still loyal to the organization joined forces with him. Others cowardly followed Delgado.

			

			Over the last two months, Savio hadn’t caught a break to mourn the dead. He actively recruited and worked tirelessly to preserve what was left of the Navarre Organization. The Navarre name was still feared even though the only person left carrying it was little Karina. A ten-year-old child! She had no place in such an organization. No man would shake in his boots or willingly take orders from her.

			Savio’s son, Thian Cardozo, was five years older than Karina. Savio believed he could be groomed to be the heir of the Navarre Organization. He did not see this decision as a betrayal of his friend Carlos but as preserving the empire they had built together.

			“Karina, sweetheart, you cannot live the rest of your precious life carrying so much hate in your heart. It’ll kill you before you get the chance to destroy your enemies. To eliminate them, you must have patience and study them. When you secure all the information you require, then you go in for the kill. Your motive in life cannot simply be to kill Tomas Delgado. It must mean much more. To be great, you must possess patience—and lots of it.”

			“I’ll kill everyone with the Delgado name. EVERYONE!” she cried, spit drooling at the corners of her tiny lips.

			“You are too young to understand the logic behind the fact. I will tell you a story one day. Have patience, my child; the right opportunity will present itself.”

		

	
		
			

			2
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			Santiago del Estero, Argentina

			Six Years after assassination

			“His eyes.” Crouching, Karina angled her head to the side.

			“What of them?” Thian asked, hovering over his new pet.

			“I don’t know; they are dark. Mysterious, with savage tendencies.”

			“They’re supposed to have savage tendencies; it’s a guard dog,” Thian retorted, sounding somewhat irritated.

			Karina rolled her eyes. “What do you need a guard dog for when you’re surrounded by countless armed bodyguards?” she scoffed, one she was pretty sure he didn’t care for.

			“He’s a Doberman Pinscher. Best guard dog a man can have. You can’t trust humans. You, of all people, should know that by now,” he said, raising a brow.

			“Bite me!”

			“Temper, honey. He just might do that,” he chuckled and winked.

			

			“What’s his name?”

			“Not sure yet. Just got him today. Besides, he’s just a puppy. I’ve got all the time in the world.”

			“Stupid. He needs a name to respond to.” Karina eyed the dog meticulously, studying his unique demeanor and thinking of a name that best suited him. “Gunner,” she said, placing her finger under his soft chin and turning his face toward hers. He wiggled his tiny tail as his dark eyes met hers.

			“Gunner?” Thian crouched beside Karina, glaring down at his dog, determining if the name fit the goon.

			“You’d pick that, wouldn’t you? You’re quite predictable, my love.” A small smile tugged at his lips.

			My love, he called her. He furnished her with the title because he knew it got under her skin. Thian, now twenty-one years old, felt and acted as though the world bowed at his feet and ate from his palm. Just as tall and handsome as his father, Savio, he worked alongside his old man, refining his felonious traits. He’d been in training for the past five years. The Cardozos had entirely taken over the Navarre name as if they were true blood. In the underworld, a woman wasn’t accepted, respected, or allowed to be named boss, even though Karina was the last living Navarre. That notion angered her greatly. Weak men, all of them, she mused. They walked around on eggshells because they were terrified of their own shadows. It had been six years since she watched her parents breathe their last breaths. Six excruciating years she’d been forced to suck in the same air as Tomas Delgado.

			Every citizen in the country knew the story of Carlos and Tomas, but the Navarre Organization did absolutely nothing to avenge his death. The Delgado family continuously grew more influential and wealthier, but she hadn’t forgotten. She’d never forget.

			

			That morning, Savio had summoned her to his office. He’d ordered Thian to drag her out of bed at noon. This would be the umpteenth time in six years she had been hauled out of bed to see her adoptive father, a man who fancied himself her birth father. She always grimaced at the thought. She was well aware of her crime, every time she disobeyed him, broke the rules, or did something unbecoming of a lady. No matter what he said or threatened, nothing would change until she accomplished her goal. She’d be back on the streets hunting every Delgado until the day she dropped dead.

			She learned something the previous week when she disguised herself to blend in with the locals and went out partying with a couple of street thugs. At the right moment, she mentioned the Navarres and Delgados, hoping to get a rise out of them, to learn what the streets were saying, and it worked like a charm. One of the guys was a foot soldier in the Delgado organization. In his drunken stupor, he bragged that the Delgado brothers, Tomas and his two brothers, and two of their followers had stormed the Navarre compound and assassinated her parents that dreadful night. He applauded the Delgados as the most dangerous and well-respected gangsters of their time. He slighted the Navarres, calling them punks and wannabes. She reluctantly let it go. She had bigger targets to focus on.

			The two brothers, she later found out, were Diego and Niro Delgado. Tomas Delgado, Diego Delgado, Niro Delgado, and the two men in suits. She updated her kill list. She’d been chanting the names of Tomas Delgado and his co-conspirators for six years and would recite them until she put them in their rightful place, six feet under.

			Last night, she was out in the streets again, sniffing for answers to her countless unanswered questions. She found herself standing in front of the colossal residence belonging to Niro Delgado, the youngest brother. She’d escaped her security team, forced on her by Savio, as if that would stop or slow her down. For hours, she stood alert, like a certified stalker, glaring at the residence, playing and replaying all the gory methods she planned to use to end his miserable life and that of his family.

			The clock ticked on for several minutes before one of Niro’s guards on patrol noticed her lurking in the shadows. He lunged at her, intending to cause major harm, but she gave him a good chase before he finally caught up with her a few meters from the residence. They tussled and scuffled for minutes. What a weakling, she thought, fighting her like she was a man. She possessed the skill and strength, thanks to all the money Savio had invested in her private Krav Maga lessons with a Brazilian armed forces veteran, Gabriel Pedreira. She surprised the guard with the fight of his life before pulling out a blade tucked inside her boot and stabbing him in his right eye. He backed off immediately, roaring and screaming like a mad dog and running pointlessly in chaotic circles.

			He suddenly remembered the gun tucked into the back of his pants, something Karina had noticed before the fight, and reached for it. Illogically, bullets were fired in every direction. Her guards found her just as he began shooting. Jorge, her chief bodyguard, hurried out of the truck to grab her and took a bullet in his left shoulder while shoving her into the back seat. They drove away as more men poured out of Niro Delgado’s compound to investigate the chaos.

			Now here she was, in one of Navarre’s warehouses, summoned by the gods to hear her sentence. Not the first time, and it most certainly wouldn’t be her last.

			

			“Karina.” Savio’s deep voice carried all the authority he could muster through the still air. He seethed with fury, but he’d get over it. He always did.

			“Good luck,” Thian smirked, picking up Gunner and patting his soft fur. She offered him a sneer and stormed past him.

			“Close the door behind you and sit!” Savio barked the moment she crossed the threshold into his large office with floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the entire compound. He sat behind his large oak desk, shoulders squared, back straightened. She felt his rage rolling off him in waves. Oh boy, he’s mad. He had, by all means, had it with her this time around.

			She opened her mouth to make a smart comment, but he shut her down before she could begin with a cold, angry glare.

			“Now listen and listen good, young lady. I’ve done everything I can to raise and mold you into a respectable woman as you ought to be, one your mother would be proud of. God knows I tried, and you’ve finally forced my hand.”

			“Psshhh,” she rolled her eyes, leaning back in the chair with a carefree smirk.

			“Karina, I love you. I’m not the enemy here. You know that, right?”

			“Yeah, but you prevent me from doing what I need to do to move on with my life, hitting my enemies where it hurts,” she retorted.

			“I’m protecting you,” he reasoned.

			“Please. You’re protecting your money.”

			“When your parents died, I told you this. Hate will destroy you before you destroy your enemies. The path you’re so desperate to travel will kill you, my child.”

			“I’m not your child.” Karina folded her arms over her chest.

			

			His face reddened. She sensed his frustration and anger like heat from a furnace, but she couldn’t care less about his feelings. Her restless spirit wouldn’t be at peace until all the Delgados were cleared off the surface of the earth. After staring at her for over a minute in complete silence, Savio pulled open the top drawer on his right, picked up a black file with gold trimmings along the edges, and tossed it on the table. It skated toward her but stopped short at the edge. She scarcely glanced at it and looked at him.

			“What the hell is this?”

			“Language,” he fumed. “I can’t help you anymore, Karina. Clearly, as a parent, I failed horribly. All I want to do is keep you safe, but you spit on every opportunity I give you. If this is what you want, I will give it to you. I tried everything possible and to no avail. That file in front of you contains all the information you need to know about where you’re going.”

			“What are you talking about?” she grimaced, a bit anxious at his words.

			“Manitoba, Canada. A little town called Churchill. There is a man named Sasha Glukhov, a former KGB officer who now resides there. He moved there in the early 90s to live in peace after his retirement. Until now.” He somewhat chuckled before his eyes turned cold in a matter of seconds.

			“What has that got to do with me?” She couldn’t believe him. His solution to every problem was to throw her to the next man to be disciplined, just like her Krav Maga instructor Gabriel, now this Sasha character. She unfolded her arms, unable to sit still due to her simmering anger. She relentlessly drummed her fingernails along the edges of her seat, at one point digging in with her pointy nails to see how much harm she could cause the luxurious leather.

			

			“He is one of the world’s best snipers. A well-decorated man and admired in his profession. You’ll live with him, learn, and master the skill.”

			“Don’t do this,” Karina interrupted him, letting her vulnerability show. “Don’t send me away,” she pleaded, but her voice carried more heated weight than fragility, exposing her unrepentant attitude.

			He heaved a deep breath, then shook his head.

			She shifted to the edge of the seat and winced, feeling the painful effects from the combat she’d indulged in the previous night. “The Delgados don’t know I hurt their man. They don’t know or care if I exist anymore.”

			“That’s beside the point. Moreover, they’ll be on alert after the one-eyed man recovers and vividly describes his attacker. You stabbed a man in his eye, oh, Karina.” He shook his head incredulously. “I strived to make you see things my way.”

			She scoffed. “Yeah, weak. They must all die, Savio. There’s no way around that. I won’t rest until I attain that goal. You can send me to the end of the earth, and that will not stop me. It won’t. I’ll come back a million times until I fill that void in my heart. Revenge and hate, like yeast, have festered in my soul, and the longer these animals stay alive, the more desperate I become. You can’t stop me. No one can,” she snarled.

			“Contrary to what you may think, I do want those men to pay for what they did to my best friend, what they did to you. They will pay one day, no doubts or second thoughts about that. Sasha Glukhov will mold you into one of the world’s deadliest killers.” He leaned forward, boring into her with his deep brown eyes. “It’s in your eyes. It oozes from your pores like a deadly virus. I don’t want that passion to be wasted on your thirst for vengeance. You’ll be the secret weapon of the Navarre family no one sees coming. The force of hate drives you; let me help you turn that into something great.”

			His scandalous words rammed into her thoughts like a nail gun being shot into her brain. She sat and watched him in utter shock, bewildered and, dare she say, enthralled by his strategy. The man who hated what she had become since her parents’ death was now trying to turn her into a deadly assassin. She was mystified. What just happened? This must be a ploy to get her away from home so he could live with the Navarre billions in peace and not have to look over his shoulder for the last living Navarre who caused him so much distress. Thian was next on the throne. Savio would never let her lead this family. This must surely be a trap.

			His eyes lifted to hers, and they looked at each other for a long moment. He studied her, watching and reading each conflicted emotion that flashed in her eyes. After a long period of silence, she scrambled to her feet, wincing once more from a sharp pain in her rib.

			“I’ll need to think about this,” she said, her voice sounding like a scared child detecting immediate danger.

			“There’s no time to think. This is not a request. It is an order. Raising you to be a lady clearly hasn’t worked. You want to be treated like the men I order around, and you got it. You’ll do exactly what I tell you to do.”

			She narrowed her eyes and stepped back. “And if I say no?”

			He rose to his feet and took long strides toward her, stopping at the tip of her toes. He forced her chin up with his forefinger to meet his stern gaze and repeated, “You’ll do exactly what I tell you to do,” emphasizing each syllable and searching her eyes for any indication of resistance, daring her to refute him once more. She didn’t. She stared back without moving or flinching.

			

			“I thought so.” He abruptly released her chin, causing her to stumble back a couple of steps.

			“Go home and pack all the essential stuff you may need into one suitcase. Your flight leaves at four A.M.,” he said with finality as he turned away, walking back to his seat and leaving her dumbfounded.

			Karina turned to leave but stopped mid-stride and faced him again. “How long will I be gone?”

			“As long as it takes,” he replied without looking up at her.
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			A blanket of darkness had subdued what was left of the light in the skyline. Karina stood alone, blending in with the shadows in black tights and a thin black sweater that outlined her slender curves, ample bosom, and full hips. She was well aware of the turbulence those flawless curves caused and the appeal they held for Savio’s men and the young boys she partied with. They didn’t need to voice it; the evidence was in their eyes, in the way their gazes wandered over her body when she was near.

			The only man who dared to point out the obvious, a boy really, was Thian. Though five years older, Karina still saw a boy when she looked at him, the big brother that sickened her. But he saw more than a sister when he looked at her. He yearned for more, but her age and their complicated circumstances prevented him from making his intentions known.

			Karina never regarded the indecent looks in his eyes or any man’s eyes. When she was thirteen and going through that awkward early adolescence phase, she usually dressed like a boy, wearing baggy jeans, shirts several sizes too big, and combat boots. Boots big enough to carry a dagger or two. Sixteen years old now and still stuck in that strange phase. She recalled the morning Thian had promised to be her first. She scoffed at the thought. She had pulled a dagger from inside her boot and pressed the tip under his chin, but he hadn’t flinched. He simply smiled and whispered, “I promise, my love.” As appalled as she was, those words ignited something thrilling inside her every time she remembered that moment.

			Gabriel emerged from a dark corner, his thick eyebrows raised in question. He walked toward her, wearing nothing but white pants on his well-toned body, disrupting the night’s eerie stillness. Before Gabriel introduced Karina to the demanding art of Krav Maga, he had presented her with capoeira, a beautiful martial art disguised as dance. At first, she thought it was a joke, but as time passed, she found joy and peace in the graceful ritual, captivated by its rhythm.

			Tonight, her anxieties had conquered her. The lack of progress in getting what she desperately needed to move on with her life and to avenge those she loved was draining her and leaving holes in her soul. The hate she now felt for Savio was as raw and consuming as the hate she felt for the Delgados. She needed good energy tonight before being shipped off to Nova Scotia or wherever she had been condemned to serve her rebellious sentence. Gabriel stood in front of her, measuring her energy and gauging her mood.

			As he had explained on their first day, capoeira was martial arts disguised as dance. Many slaves under Portuguese rule used it to escape their masters and form rebellious groups to survive attacks. The growth of capoeira was difficult for the masters to control as cities expanded during the 18th century. It became a source of social connection for the enslaved, a popular form of entertainment that disguised their training. Though stories told of it being used for self-defense, it often served as leisure, a way to pass time that frustrated their oppressors. Despite punishment for practicing it, the art survived the heat of oppression, a struggle resembling Karina’s own predicament.

			Gabriel stood in position, what was called the horse stance, one arm guarding his face while the other extended to protect his torso. Prepared, Karina followed suit. The Cadeira position was always her favorite; the half-squat and lunge strengthened her legs and core. Engrossed, they twisted and turned, engaging in a silent, fluid war dance for well over an hour before Karina showed any signs of exhaustion.

			Finally, in a calm stance, she placed her hands on her hips, chin lowered, breathing softly despite the adrenaline still coursing through her veins. She sensed Gabriel’s intense energy behind her, warmth rolling off his body and competing with her own heat.

			“I am leaving tomorrow,” she said quietly.

			“I know,” he replied.

			She didn’t bother to ask how. Everyone around her always seemed to know what was best for her.

			“Savio is right, you know?” he said.

			Karina slowly turned to face him, a deep scowl marking her expression. “You don’t say!”

			“This is not a punishment. Don’t look at it that way. This is him giving you exactly what you want. What you need.”

			She scoffed and moved closer to the edge of the balcony. The spectacular night view of the countryside glowed softly, creating a magical scene. The Navarre manor sat on forty acres of land, overlooking about eighty-five acres of vineyard in the quiet countryside. A house beautifully designed by Carlos Navarre, who had dedicated his final years to building it before his death. The vineyard, as she had been told, was his retirement plan, a way to clean his money and create a prosperous legacy for his heirs.

			Her self-appointed father, Savio, had preserved that dream with care and respect, managing the wine business with devotion. To this day, the vineyard brought in a seven-figure profit each year. It was a company Karina was destined to inherit, yet she felt unworthy of it, unable to bring her parents’ killers to justice.

			Perhaps Gabriel was right. This wasn’t a punishment. She would make the best of this trip and make Savio proud. She would keep her head down, take his orders as they came, and strike when the time was right.
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			Churchill, Manitoba

			One month later

			“An eye for an eye will only make the whole world blind,” Sasha murmured.

			“Who said that?” Karina positioned the scope forward to ensure her eye was safe from recoil. She moved the scope about an inch farther forward.

			“Gandhi,” he responded.

			“Of course. He’d say that. No one murdered his parents,” she derided.

			“Your target’s five hundred yards out. Remember what I taught you; it’s basic ballistics: make an elevation correction from your hundred-yard zero, send a confirmation round, then note the setting.”

			“If this were an active operation, I wouldn’t get the option for trials, would I?” she rolled her eyes. This would be her seventh try today. Basic math? There was nothing basic about math.

			

			“You’ll get it. When you master the skill, the numbers live up here.” Sasha tapped his temple. “Now focus. The weather’s brutal, with snow and a steady crosswind around sixteen miles per hour.” He checked the wind sensor again. “At five hundred yards you’ll see a lot more drop than at a hundred; expect to bring the reticle significantly higher than your close-range zero and to compensate for wind as well. Fire a ranging shot, confirm, and correct.” He adjusted his cap and peered through the spotting scope. “And remember: in a live situation know your effective range. If you can’t get a reasonable hit, don’t force it; pick your moment, or you risk everything.”

			She exhaled, and tried to steady her breathing.

			“Stop talking,” she mumbled. He heeded her warning and stayed quiet. All Karina could hear were the peculiar whistling sounds of the restless winds. She closed her eyes for a second; she could barely keep them open against the force of the gusts. Reluctantly she opened them, heaved a deep breath, and pressed the trigger. Her torso jerked from the recoil. They waited silently, listening as the bullet journeyed through the thick dust of snow to its projected target. Sasha looked through his spotter scope again and sighed. She could feel the frustration in his throat.

			“Load up. Try again,” he ordered.

			“This’ll be the eighth try. Maybe we should wait for the weather to settle down.”

			“A marksman must hit his target no matter the conditions of his surroundings. That is a lazy thought. If you can make your shots in hideous conditions such as this, you can make it anywhere. To be called the best, you must hit the target no one else can. That’s what makes you legendary. Now set your scope to the right setting and keep the wind speed in mind. Watch the snowfall, focus on the direction it falls, and that’ll be the direction you go. It is vital to master your knowledge of headwinds, tailwinds, and crosswinds. I already explained this to you two weeks ago when we started; headwinds blow from your target toward you, tailwinds blow in the opposite direction from you toward the target and crosswinds—”

			“Blow from right to left or vice versa across the line between me and the target,” Karina interjected.

			He nodded and added, “A bullet turns to follow the wind if the wind direction is perpendicular to the line of sight between you and the target. Always allow for ample windage within your mental trajectory calculations. The skill to read wind effectively is one of the most critical skills to master. The only way to improve is through practice and lots of it until it becomes second nature. So come on, let’s do this again.”

			“Markswoman,” she corrected him.

			He glanced at her, confusion across his face.

			“I am a woman. Earlier you said marksman,” she retorted, feigning offense.

			“Yeah, I can see that,” he mocked, implying she lacked shooting skills. She couldn’t even solve basic math. She wagered he thought that.

			She ignored his condescending tone, cleaned the lens, and tried again and again. Finally, she made the shot after the fifteenth try. Their bodies were covered in a heap of snow, frosting them from head to toe. Even though both were appropriately clothed, she could hardly feel her fingers. They were frozen inside her gloves. It was negative six degrees Fahrenheit, expected to drop even lower tomorrow with a wind speed of eighteen miles per hour, and she was scheduled to be in that lethal weather until she had successfully made at least five shots according to the timetable. She wanted to turn the gun on Sasha and pull the trigger, to end her misery. This was by far the worst condition imaginable.

			She lived on tuna and sardines. Her new home was a tiny square log cabin with just one door in and out, a cabin with no heat, a lousy twin bed if one could call it that, a table, a chair, and a window. To feel some warmth, she had to stand outside by the pile of burning wood Sasha had set between their lone cabins. There was no human activity for miles—just her and the man who controlled her. She was at his mercy. To stock up on sardines, he took his snowmobile into town once a week. The nearest town was twenty miles away. How convenient.

			Her initial impression of the Russian was curious. He had a deep visible scar across his left cheek, pale blue eyes that appeared silvery under bright light, stood a little over six feet tall, fair-haired and somewhere between forty and fifty years old. He was well-built and very good with his hands. Chopping wood was his daily chore and his only entertainment. Her first week had been tough, isolating, and awkward. She didn’t want anything to do with him or care what he had to offer. Being a natural-born cold Russian, he couldn’t care less about what she did. His words to her were, “I got paid six figures American dollars to take you under my wing. Whether you engage or not, it won’t affect my bank account.” He ignored her for seven days until she came around, keeping in mind that the faster she worked with him, the earlier she would get to go home. He was not as bad as she imagined when she finally warmed up to him. He possessed a unique sense of humor. Most times she couldn’t tell if he was being serious or joking. He had moved to Churchill right after retirement, leaving behind no family or friends in his hometown, Chechnya. He was a true lone wolf with nothing to lose. Considering how much Savio paid him, he was comfortable financially but still preferred to live in the woods with the polar bears and the wolves, their unfriendly neighbors. She heard them every night on the prowl, howling, hissing, growling, and chuffing. Yet Sasha felt right at home with them. He said, “If you can make a long-range shot amid snow, winds, wolves, and bears, you’ll be the most dangerous assassin ever to live.” Well, second to him because that man could make a two-thousand-yard shot amid the chaos with his eyes closed. Admittedly, she was intrigued and captivated by him. Initially unenthusiastic, but with everything he had taught her so far, Savio was right; this was what she needed.
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			Tonight the temperature sat at negative six degrees. The whistling winds had finally settled down, and the sounds of the night were now a deafening quiet. Soon their neighbors would be out to play. Karina never saw them or intended to, but the footprints they left were an aide-memoire of their presence. After making that impossible shot today, Sasha invited her to his cabin, which was approximately twenty footsteps from hers, to celebrate. “You deserve a break,” he said. Seated in the middle of his shack, Karina took inventory of his artillery. She lost count after eighteen, and those were only the ones in plain sight.

			“Expecting company?” she asked.

			“Что?” he said, staring blankly at her.

			That meant “what” in Russian. She had picked up a little Russian since relocating to Siberia. His eyes followed her line of vision and he shrugged. “I shoot. I like to shoot.”

			“I can see that.”

			

			He placed a tin cup with a rusty handle in front of her and poured a foreign brand of vodka into it. The words on the bottle were in Russian. A strong whiff hit her sensitive nostrils, something like inflammable hydrocarbon. She winced and leaned back.

			“What is that?” she grimaced.

			“Real vodka, not that cheap stuff you kids drink. Come on, pick that up.”

			She hesitated for a moment before lifting the cup. She had to pinch her nose closed before taking a swig.

			“Jesus Christ,” she coughed multiple times and quickly rose to her feet. The unknown liquid burned down her throat and slithered through her arteries. It hit her stomach in a burst of flames.

			“My heart is on fire,” she said, hitting her chest, huffing and puffing.

			“What the hell, sir?” Karina shrieked. Mr. Sadistic, unaffected by her dramatic conduct, poured his third cup without a bother.

			“You drink this every day?” she asked.

			“Da.” Sasha took it to the head, finishing it in one gulp. “Come, sit.” He filled her cup again.

			“No,” she protested, shaking her head.

			“Such a woman,” he said with repulsion as if it were an offense to be or act like a woman. His attitude triggered a reaction in Karina; a motivation. She walked straight for her cup and downed it. She coughed again and stepped back to soothe the burn rising in her throat.

			“Good girl.”

			“Oouuuu,” she clenched her jaw, trying not to savor the aftertaste of kerosene she had just drunk.

			

			He laughed, amusing himself at her expense.

			“Come, sit.” He settled in the chair across from hers.

			“Essential rule of life: never underestimate your opponent,” Karina said with a chortle. This man must be cold-blooded, she thought. She looked him over. He wore a navy green wife beater, camouflage pants, and brown worn combat boots in the ridiculous cabin with no heat. Karina glanced over his toned body before sitting down.

			“Ever heard of pneumonia?” she sneered.

			Chuckling, he said, “If you live here as long as I have, you start to adjust to the cold. I’m from Russia; this is just summer.”

			“I believe it.”

			“So tell me, Miss Navarre, what is your story?”

			“My story?”

			“Besides your lust for vengeance, who is Karina Navarre?”

			“I don’t think I want to get into all that with you. Besides, I believe you pretty much know who I am. Not much to tell.”

			“Hm.” He rested his palm on his thigh and pondered. “You know, a woman should not be basic. Sophistication and finesse are the qualities you must possess.”

			“Did your mother tell you that?” she jested with a smirk.

			“Your mama and papa were murdered and you seek revenge, no?”

			“Pretty much,” she answered with a frown and a cocked eyebrow.

			“You know the old wise saying: before you walk the path of retribution, you must dig two graves.”

			“You do love your wise sayings. I got one too: we should forgive our enemies, but not before they are hanged.”

			He rubbed his chin. “Who said that?”

			

			She shrugged. “Heine—something. Who cares. He’s right, and I’ll be digging five graves.”

			He nodded. “It’s a tough life you’ve lived. I’ll admit that. You’ve been with me for four weeks now, no?”

			She nodded.

			“I trained men, real cold natural-born killers in my time, and I must admit, I have never trained a woman. I am impressed by you. When Savio reached out to me, I thought, why not? I get paid to watch her sleep, why not? Good money, but you’ve advanced quicker than any of my former students.”

			“Really?” she narrowed her gaze at him, not believing a word. She felt in over her head. This sniper business was more mathematical than she had thought, with more careful calculations than she ever did in school.

			“Da. Keep it up,” he said, trailing off. There was a look in his eyes Karina recognized—devoid of emotion yet oddly comforting.

			Her eyes trailed the long scar running from his ear to his chin. He looked up and their eyes met. She gestured with her fingers across her cheek. “What happened?”

			“A blade happened,” he sneered.

			“Why don’t you have a family?” she asked.

			“Family? I have family.”

			“You do? Wife and kids?”

			“No,” he shook his head, quickly rejecting the notion of such a life. “No time. No patience. I like living in the wild; this is no place for a woman and child.”

			“I’m a woman, and I’m here.”

			“You’re a girl on a unique journey.” He looked at her, glaring deep into her eyes—an intensity that almost forced her to shy away.

			

			“Your eyes,” he said.

			“My eyes?”

			“They say a lot.”

			“Like what?”

			“You may be young, but those eyes have seen a lot. Ancient and chilling.”

			Silence loomed between them as Karina pondered his choice of words. Chilling?

			“Take this with you: when one takes the path to avenge the people they love, personal justice clashes with social justice. We tend to play the role of God, and with that comes great responsibility. Many fall under such pressure. A true warrior finds a balance between the ache in his heart and his true goal.”

			She sat in silence for a long moment, allowing his words to simmer in her brain.

			“I need this, Sasha. I need this like I need air. It haunts me, day in and day out. I see my mother’s dead eyes staring right through me to the very core of my being. Their ghosts haunt me. I cannot move on until I do this. The agony will kill me if I don’t get the fix. I need to do this,” she said, emphasizing the last words.

			“And you will. I will give you that. Your sole purpose cannot only be about retribution. You want to give him the pain you’ve been living with for the past six years. You need to hit him where it hurts,” he tapped his chest. “You must take away the one thing he cannot live without—his heart. Find out what that is and go in for the kill. Let him watch as it happens and tear it apart piece by piece. How is that for finesse?”

			She chuckled. His cold, unrelenting eyes raised every strand of hair on her neck into a tingling bristle, sending shivers down her back to her toes. Her stomach clenched. She looked down at her cup, and he picked up the vodka bottle and filled it. This time she took it down with ease, not batting an eyelid or recoiling. He studied every move she made meticulously. When satisfied, he poured himself a full cup and downed it.

			They both sat in silence, listening to the calming sounds of the night. Like clockwork, in the far distance, a wolf howled—lonesome, hungry, and on the hunt. It was time to pursue its prey. Sasha’s eyes locked with Karina’s, and they shared a silent understanding.
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