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Albania, The Ottoman Empire

15 July 1826

Jagged bolts of bright silver lightning tore through the night sky, momentarily lighting up the pitch-black countryside. A split second later, a thunderous boom heralded the beginning of a torrential downpour. But none of that bothered Captain Cavit Erdal. He ran his hand over his thick beard and smiled. His quarry was trapped across the river’s ink-black waters, desperately struggling to get a wagon stuck in the mud to safety on the far bank.

Erdal drew his sword and raised his hand high so everyone could see him before sharply bringing it down. Like ghosts appearing out of nowhere, Erdal’s cavalry detachment left the woods they had been using for cover, slowly entered the river, and spread out. The one hundred men of Erdal’s command silently moved toward the unsuspecting rebels. No one was going to escape tonight.

A man turned his head and saw them coming. In a panic, he brought his hands to his mouth and raised the alarm. But there was little the rebels could do. In the pouring rain, their muskets were useless. Many stopped what they were doing and cursed their bad luck, panic gripping them in an instant. They threw their weapons aside and ran for their lives. In contrast, one man stood firm like a rock in the river. He called on his men to stand with him. A pitifully small group of brave men rallied around their leader, drew their swords, and prepared to fight to the death.

Erdal dared not lose his foe. He knew he couldn’t order his men to charge in the flowing river, but he could pick up the pace. Erdal spurred his horse on and encouraged it to move faster. His men, feeling the blood lust surging through their veins, joined their commander and urged their mounts on.

The impact wasn’t so much a clash as a confused mêlée between the exhausted men trapped on the riverbank and the well-rested men on horseback. The sound of metal crashing on metal filled the night air as the two sides sought to kill one another. No matter how bravely the rebels fought, the fight was all too one-sided, and it ended within a minute when the last bloodied rebel soldier threw down his sword and dropped to his knees, begging for mercy.

Erdal slid off his horse’s back and joined his men. A lifelong soldier of the Ottoman Empire, he had never killed a man before, but tonight, the mix of fear and excitement made him feel alive. More alive than he had ever known. As he walked toward the prisoner, his men gave him a rousing cheer.

Erdal motioned for a hulking cavalryman to join him. “Sergeant Yamak, have the men secure the wagon and any prisoners we may have.”

Yamak smartly saluted the captain. “Yes, sir.”

Erdal walked back to his horse and opened a pouch on his saddle. He brought out a glass lamp with a candle inside and lit it. While his men worked, Erdal moved from body to body, looking for the man he had been hunting through the rugged mountains of Albania for the past ten days. The more he searched, the more frustrated he became. He was sure Altin Morina, the rebel Janissary leader, would be among the dead.

“Sir, we found three men still alive,” reported Sergeant Yamak.

“Can any of them still speak?” asked Erdal, knowing his men would have brutalized the captives.

“Yes, sir. One of them surrendered before he could be killed. The other two, however, are too badly wounded and will soon be in Allah’s hands.”

“Take me to them.”

Yamak saluted and led Erdal to a young man barely out of his teens on his knees, with his hands tied behind his back, sobbing. Next to him lay two badly wounded men, moaning and begging for water.

Erdal got to one knee and moved his light slowly over the faces of the dying men. The first man was a stranger, but his heart leaped when he laid eyes on Altin Morina. His Muslim name was Cem Duymaz, but when he and his fellow Janissaries had rebelled and fled north, he had proudly readopted his Albanian birth name.

Erdal grabbed Morina by the hair and raised his head. “So, this is how your life ends. Laying in the mud, with your blood seeping from a cut to your belly.”

Morina opened his eyes and coughed. Bloody spittle escaped his lips. Barely audible, he said, “At least my life had meaning, Captain.”

“Your life! Bah, you were raised in the Empire to serve the Sultan and protect his family both on and off the battlefield. This was an oath you willingly chose to break.”

“The Sultan broke his bond with us when he had my fellow Janissary brothers murdered.”

“Be that as it may, Allah, not I, will decide your fate.” Erdal dropped Morina’s head back into the muck and got to his feet. He somewhat sympathized with the Janissaries, but they had become too powerful, and the Sultan had to do something to curb their ever-growing power in the Empire. 

Erdal wiped the dirt from his hands with a handkerchief. “Sergeant cut off their heads and have them sent back to Constantinople.”

“No!” pleaded the teenage rebel on his knees. His cries for mercy were extinguished with one sharp cut to the neck.

A young officer ran over to Erdal’s side. Hesitatingly, he said, “Sir, the box we’re looking for isn’t in the back of the wagon.”

A cold chill ran down Erdal’s back. “Are you sure?”

“I’m positive, sir. It’s not there.”

“Look again, Lieutenant!” snapped Erdal. “And then take as many men as you need to scour the river. It has to be here.”

Lieutenant Deniz saluted and hurried back to the wagon.

Erdal looked down a darkened trail leading into the woods. If it wasn’t here, where could it be? Had he been wasting his time chasing Morina when he should have been looking elsewhere? The thought of having his head chopped off for incompetence tied his guts in knots. It had to be here, but where?
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Vladivostok

24 October 1922

Henri Legrand shot straight up in bed and instantly regretted it. His head thumped as though there was a man playing a kettledrum between his ears. He moaned and apprehensively looked toward the locked door. His pulse quickened.

Bang-bang-bang.

There it was again.

With almost no electrical power in the city, Henri fumbled for his glasses in the darkness and knocked an empty vodka bottle on the floor. His hands shook as he lit a match to see what time it was. It was just after four a.m. He scrunched his brow. Who the hell was that there in the hallway? 

“Captain Legrand, please open this door,” said a familiar-sounding voice. It was his young assistant, Dimitri Bagration. 

Legrand unenthusiastically slid out from under his warm covers and lit a candle so he could find the door. He picked up his loaded service revolver, heaved on a heavy greatcoat, and walked to the door. “Yes, Dimitri, what is so important that you had to wake me up?” 

“Sir, please open the door.”

Legrand wasn’t surprised to see his breath hanging in the air of his cold room. He prayed his stomach wouldn’t turn and empty last night’s meager meal on the frigid, wooden floor. Legrand pushed back. “Why?”

“It’s the Japanese, sir.”

“What about them?” Legrand had never liked the Japanese occupation forces, but they had at least kept the city safe.

“Captain, they’re gone.”

Legrand shook his sleepy head and unlocked the door. He pulled it open to find Dimitri nervously looking up and down the hallway. “What do you mean, the Japanese left?” 

“The last man, a colonel, I think, boarded a troopship less than an hour ago. There’s no one left to fight the Reds.”

The news hit Legrand like a lightning bolt from the Gods, striking him in the heart. He staggered back and reached for a chair. He wished he had a fresh bottle, but there wasn’t time for that. Legrand looked at Dimitri and said, “Are you sure?”

“Yes, sir, I’m sure. I watched them go and then ran straight here to warn you. Once the Bolsheviks learn we are defenseless, they’ll overrun the city before noon. We have to go now, or we’ll never leave here alive.”

Legrand suddenly grasped the enormity of the situation and got to his feet. His aching head could go to the devil. He grabbed Dimitri by the shoulders. “Please tell me that our ship is still here?”

“Yes, sir, for now. Once Captain Galanis learns what’s going on, he’ll weigh anchor and leave. Deal or no deal, I know his type; Galanis is only concerned with saving his own skin.” 

“Then hurry to the harbor and make sure he doesn’t leave before I get there.”

“Yes, sir.”

Legrand released Bagration and tossed his youthful assistant his revolver. “Do you know how to use one of these?”

Dimitri stared wide-eyed at the gun in his hand.

“Well, do you?” demanded Legrand.

The young man cleared his throat and said, “Yes, sir, I do.”

“Good. Then do what you must, but don’t leave without me.”

Dimitri nodded and slipped the gun into a pocket on his winter jacket. “I’ll do my best.”

Legrand’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t do your best, boy. Do what I’m telling you to do.”

“I will.” Dimitri spun on his heel and ran down the wooden hallway to the stairs.

“Damn it all to hell,” said Legrand. Vainly, he wished the Japanese would have stayed another week longer in the city before handing it over to the Reds. That would have given him more time to facilitate his escape. No matter. He rushed to put on his clothes and pull on his leather boots. He glanced furtively around the hotel room that had been his home for the past year and saw nothing but empty bottles and broken dreams. 

“Time to go,” said Legrand to himself. He donned his fur cap and gloves as he left his quarters, not bothering to close the door behind him. He made his way downstairs and onto the nearly deserted street. All the better, he thought. With almost everyone still asleep, there would be fewer eyes to see him.

Without realizing it, Legrand found himself walking quicker and quicker. Running was out of the question. He was far too out of shape, and his right knee, wounded by a shot many years ago in Algeria, added to his discomfort. As he turned a corner, Legrand spotted a group of White pro-Czarist officers tossing their uniforms into a bonfire. He almost pitied them. Once the Reds arrived, so would the dreaded Cheka, and the killings for anti-Soviet behavior would begin. However, pitying them would take empathy, and right now, Legrand had none to spare.

He stopped outside a rundown warehouse and brought out a key. He slid it into a heavy, iron padlock and opened it. He tossed the lock aside and pulled the massive doors wide open. Legrand found a hurricane lamp he had left by the door and lit it. Right away, a smile crept across his unshaven face. A truck sat there, with a large wooden crate in the back. Legrand hurried over and took hold of the hand crank. He took a deep breath and yanked downwards in a circular motion. Nothing happened. Legrand cursed and rapidly turned the crank two more times before the truck’s engine coughed and spluttered to life. He removed the crank and tossed it onto the passenger seat of the vehicle. Maybe his day was not going to be as bad as he first thought. Legrand walked to the driver’s side and reached for the door.

“And where do you think you’re going?” said a man walking out of the shadows, holding a German Luger in his hand.

Legrand knew the man as his black-market competition in the city and dropped his shoulders. “Peter, why are you pointing a gun at me?”

“Because I hear you have a ship at your disposal, and like you, I don’t want to be here when the Reds arrive. A bullet to the brain is not how I’d like this day to end.”

“Lower your gun and come with me. There’s plenty of room on that old rust bucket for the two of us.”

Peter wagged a finger in Legrand’s face. “No, no, no. How about I take whatever you have in this crate and everything else you’ve been loading onto the Narvin these past few days?”

“There’s no need to be greedy, Peter,” said Legrand, edging close and playing for time. “If you’re smart, we can both come out ahead. I’ll give you half of my treasure and still be rich. Just lower your pistol and get in the truck with me.”

Peter spat on the floor next to Legrand’s feet. “No, I think I’ll take it all, thank you.”

In a move that took Peter by surprise, Legrand shot out his hand and grabbed hold of the Luger. He yanked it downward while he drew a knife from his pocket and slashed at the stunned thief. The blade struck Peter’s throat, cutting it wide open. The man instinctively reached for his throat. Crimson blood spurted like a fountain from the wound.

“Idiot!” snarled Legrand, hauling the gun out of Peter’s hand. He stepped back and brought up the pistol.

“No,” Peter said, his voice no more than a gurgle, as he fell to his knees.

Legrand coldly pulled the trigger, sending a bullet into his opponent’s head, killing him instantly. He pocketed the weapon and got into the truck. He released the hand brake, drove out of the warehouse, and headed toward the dock.

“Sir, over here!” yelled Dimitri, waving his hands over his head.

Legrand brought the truck to a screeching halt, applied the brake, and then switched it off. He climbed out of the cab and smiled at his assistant.

“My God, what happened?” asked Dimitri. “There’s blood all over your jacket.”

Legrand glanced down. “Oh, this. It isn’t mine.”

Dimitri opened his mouth to ask another question when Legrand raised a hand, cutting him off. “We can talk later. Make sure this crate gets loaded in hold number three and then join Captain Galanis and me on the bridge.”

“Yes, sir.”

Legrand walked up the ship’s gangplank and onto the vessel. He ignored the men hurrying to make the boat ready to sail and made his way to the bridge.

“Good morning, Captain,” he said to a man with thick, curly hair and five days of growth on his round, weathered face.

“Ah, there you are, Legrand,” responded Galanis. “I was going to give you five more minutes and then leave without you.”

“Well, there’s no need to worry about that now. Is there?”

Galanis slid a stained cap onto his head. “If you say so.”

“I do.” Legrand turned to examine a map spread out on the bolted table. What he saw, he didn’t like. 

“Captain is this our route?” he asked incredulously.

“It is.”

Legrand furrowed his brow. “Why are we going so far north, to begin with?”

“To avoid the Red patrols. In case you haven’t noticed, things have changed, Mister Legrand. Without the Japanese Navy to protect us, we’re fair game for the Reds. No, we will follow my route before turning east toward Alaska and safety.”

“I hope you know what you’re doing.”

Galanis took a step forward. His tone turned menacing. “I do, but if you’d like to command my ship, you’re more than welcome to try.”

Legrand knew when he had overstepped. He raised his hands. “My apologies, Captain. I have all the faith in the world in you and your abilities. While you get ready to leave port, I think I’ll go check on my goods in hold number three.”

“Yes, why don’t you do that?”

Legrand left the bridge less than happy; in fact, he was beginning to regret hiring the old Greek steamship and its annoying captain. But they were all that was left, and they would have to do.

Why the hell was it so damned cold? thought Legrand, hiking his woolen blanket over his shoulders. They had been at sea for close to a week, and every day, it seemed to get colder. He turned over in his bed and opened his tired, bloodshot eyes. There was a dim light bulb flickering on the wall, barely giving off enough light to see by. He slid his glasses on his head and reached for his silver pocket watch. It was just after six in the morning. Legrand thought about trying to sleep for another hour when he noticed his breath hanging in the air.

Legrand sat up. Something wasn’t right. He got out of bed and hurriedly dressed in his ice box of a cabin. He pulled on his heavy winter coat and exited his room. The familiar hum from the ship’s engines was absent. Legrand rushed to Dimitri’s cabin and, instead of knocking, threw open the door. His assistant lay there fast asleep. Several bottles of brandy sat empty on his table.

“Wake up, Dimitri, you lazy lump!” yelled Legrand. “Something’s not right.”

Dimitri opened his leaden eyelids and yawned. He tossed his blanket aside and got to his feet. “What’s not right?” he said, slurring his words.

Legrand swore. “Some days, Dimitri, you’re a worse alcoholic than me. Get dressed and then join me on the bridge.”

Dimitri nodded and then promptly fell back onto his bed and started snoring again.

Legrand waved a hand dismissively at his young assistant. He drew his pistol and made his way on deck. A freezing wind whipped across his cheeks, making his eyes water. Legrand looked out over the side of the hull and let out a surprised cry. As far as he could see, there were sheets of ice closing in on the vessel. Fear seeped into his body.

“No, no, no, this can’t be happening,” uttered Legrand, turning on his heel. He dashed inside, bound up the stairs to the bridge, and froze. Instead of the usual crew busy steering the ship, there wasn’t a soul present. Legrand’s head began to spin. Where had they gone? 

“Think, Henri, think. They must be here somewhere.” Legrand looked around the bridge and found an open logbook. He picked it up. Instantly, his gut tied in a knot. Legrand’s Greek wasn’t as good as it once was, but he slowly translated the last entry in the book, sounding out some of the words.

Please forgive us. The engine has stopped working and cannot be fixed. We have decided to take our chances on the sea. May God have mercy on our souls. 

“God, no,” moaned Legrand. Beside him, he knew there were at least a dozen other people, including two families with children fleeing the Bolsheviks. Without help, they were all doomed. Legrand staggered back out onto the deck in a daze. He cringed as the ice hit the hull with a deep, ominous crunch, slowing its progress and slowly sealing her in a frozen tomb.
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Boston

Current day

Kim’s intoxicating scent hung in the air. Connor rolled over in bed and reached for her. Odd, he thought, she wasn’t there. Connor rubbed his eyes and looked around. Where had she gone? There was a faint light coming from the other room. Connor got out of bed, pulled on some shorts and a T-shirt, and walked into the living room of their hotel suite. He found Kim sitting in a chair, wearing a robe, and sipping a glass of red wine while she stared out the window at the star-filled sky.

“A penny for your thoughts?” he asked, pulling a chair up next to Kim.

Kim placed her glass down and squeezed Connor’s hand. There was a troubled look in her eyes. 

“Have I done or said something wrong?”

“No,” she answered with a smile. “It’s not you. Well, maybe it is, but it’s more about us.”

Connor forced a smile. “I know we are still trying to define what our new relationship is, but you’ve lost me.”

“Connor, the last thing I want is for us to keep secrets from one another.”

“Same here.” He raised an eyebrow, wondering where this topic of conversation was going. 

Kim let out a resigned sigh. “For the past year and a bit, I’ve been holding back information about Jason Hamilton and Henry Knox, and I have to get it off my chest.”

Curious, Connor sat back in his chair. “Sure, go ahead. I’m all ears.”

Kim took a sip of wine and continued. “Do you remember when we first met, and you wondered if Mister Hamilton had a few screws loose because he thought he was descended from a founder of the Knights Templar?” 

“Yes, of course I do. How could I forget?”

“Well, the fact of the matter is, he is. His forefather’s name was Sir James de Guillard. And he fought in the First Crusades alongside Sir Henry Wolfe at the siege of Jerusalem.”

Connor exhaled slowly through his nostrils and tilted his head slightly. “Why does that name ring a bell?”

“Don’t you recall? He’s the man who originally found Solomon’s Scrolls.”

“Oh, yeah. Right. How could I have forgotten him so quickly?”

“It’s easy to. A lot has happened since we last talked about Wolfe.”

“You’re not wrong there.”

“The story goes that after the Knights Templar were disbanded, a new organization was established to carry on the work of the Knights Templar in secret. They called themselves The Chivalric Company of the Red Cross. Hence, the red crosses we saw tattooed on Professor Keeley, that policeman in Ireland, and the lawyer in Norway. Those people weren’t full knights but were sergeants who acted in the best interests of the Company.”

Connor shook his head. “I didn’t know you knew so much about chivalric orders. What else is stored in that brain of yours?”

“I know what I know because of Jason Hamilton. He taught me everything.”

“Yeah, okay, but Jason never had a tattoo on his hand. At least none that I could see.”

“And you wouldn’t have, as knights don’t get tattooed. Unfortunately, due to a lack of openings within the Company’s top leadership, Jason was never inducted into the organization as a knight or a sergeant. Still, he had hoped Rachel would one day become a member to carry on the family legacy.”

Connor drummed his fingers on the arms of his chair, feeling overwhelmed. “Rachel? You’re telling me that Jason wanted her to become a knight?”

“That’s what he told me.”

“When?”

Kim wiped a tear from her eye. “Please, you have to understand. After Chris left me, I went into a spiral of depression and alcohol that I thought I would never come out of. But then, out of nowhere, comes Henry Knox, who got me back on my feet and introduced me to Jason Hamilton.”

“Yes, I remember you telling me all of this.”

“What I never told you was that Henry and Jason, aside from their legitimate and not-so-legitimate work, also acted as unofficial recruiters for the Company, and they said they saw potential in me. So, they confided in me everything that I just told you about a week before you and I met and flew to France.”

Connor shook his head. “Kim, this is a lot to take in, but what does it have to do with us?”

Kim looked her lover in the eyes. “Connor, are you still serious about finding out who killed Rachel, no matter the cost?”

“Yes,” he replied honestly.

“You know I’ll stand by your side no matter what, but the last time we went head-to-head with The Order, they kidnapped my niece and threatened to kill her. I won’t let that happen ever again.”

“Neither will I. Besides, Jason never said it was The Order who had Rachel and him killed.”

“Connor, please!” Kim let out a deep sigh and rolled her eyes. “Who have we dealt with ever since we met?”

“The Order—or some of its people who have gone rogue,” he replied.

“Exactly.” Kim stood and began to pace. “Jason once told me that there are a number of secret organizations spread throughout the world that keep everything in balance. When he started to become interested in his family’s history, it must have triggered an alarm within the Order. They most likely had killed Rachel as a warning to the Company to back off, and then they ultimately killed Jason for not listening.”

“Even if all of this is true, I’m not afraid of the Order. We’re strong enough together to see this through to the end.”

Kim faced Connor. “It’s not us I’m worried about. I’m concerned about Tiva, her foster parents, and my sister. If we go after the Order, you know they’ll push back, like they did before, only harder, and I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

Connor got to his feet and gently took Kim’s hands in his. “I hear what you’re saying. And I agree with you. Why don’t we send Tiva and her foster parents to my mom and dad’s place in Alaska for Christmas? I know my mom would love to have Tiva around. As for your sister, she’s somewhat safe in prison. I know it’s not ideal, but it’s not like we could get her out of there.”

“I know,” said Kim glumly.

“I have an idea. What if we ask her lawyers to have her placed in solitary for her own protection until this all blows over?”

Kim nodded. “Yeah, that might work.”

“It’s worth a shot. Now, why was it so important that you had to tell me about Jason’s chivalric bloodline?”

“Because one of the organizations out there is the Assassins Guild, and they undoubtedly did the Order’s dirty work. Do you still feel like you want to take on the world? Because if you do, things are going to get bloody and confusing.”

“I wish you’d—” Connor began. But the look on Kim’s face stopped him. It really didn’t matter when she’d revealed all of this information, did it? He let the thought go, wrapping his arms around Kim and hugging her tightly. “Hey, with you by my side, no one can stop us.”

Kim glanced up. “I hope so. Because this isn’t about helping find something or someone else. This time, we’re committing ourselves to a path of bloody revenge. And when a person does that, they lose their soul and will ultimately need to dig two graves. One for their enemy and one for themselves.”

Connor gently stroked Kim’s hair. “That’s a bit morbid.”

“It’s the truth.”

“I disagree. It’ll never come to that.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I know I am. Now, come back to bed. We don’t have to check out until eleven, so we can linger in bed a bit longer.”

Kim smiled and slid Connor’s T-shirt over his head. “I like your train of thought, Connor North. I must be rubbing off on you.”
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Chateau Rolland

Lake Geneva, Switzerland

“That should do,” said Jean Pierre Rolland, making sure his red and blue, diagonal-striped ascot was in place and matched the silk handkerchief perfectly aligned in the pocket of his royal-blue jacket.

“You need to relax, my dear. You look marvelous,” Margarite, Rolland’s wife and confidant for over twenty years, said approvingly. A stunning woman with long, chestnut hair and deep green eyes, Margarite had just turned fifty-five but looked ten years younger, if not more. She turned her husband to face her and ran a hand over his short, blond hair to ensure every follicle strand lay smoothly on his head.

“I do detest having to get all dressed up for these meetings, but tradition and protocol dictate that I must,” griped Rolland.

“And that tradition helped make you a billionaire, so please don’t complain too much around your colleagues.”

Rolland smiled lovingly at his wife. “Yes, I know you’re right, but sometimes I wish we could conduct these meetings in a more informal setting.”

“Where would the fun be in that?”

Rolland scrunched up his face. “Yes, where would the fun be in that?” He leaned over and kissed his wife lightly on the cheek.

There was a knock at the door.

“Yes,” said Rolland.

The door opened, and a man with snow-white hair in a traditional butler’s uniform with long tails entered the room. “Sorry to intrude, sir, but the last of your guests has arrived. They are all waiting for you in the grand salon.”

“Thank you, Darcy,” said Rolland. “Please let them know that I’ll be along shortly.”

“Excellent, sir.” Darcy bowed ever so slightly, turned, and walked out of the room.

Margarite picked up a leather case and passed it to Jean Pierre. “You’re going to need this.”

Rolland took hold of the briefcase and lingered a moment to look deeply into his wife’s eyes. He had loved her from the very first time he had laid his eyes on her. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”

For the past few years, things had not gone well for the Order. A series of botched operations had caused their dealings with the other secret societies to fray and begin to unravel. A delicate balance was required to keep everyone in check; if not, there could be a catastrophic chain reaction, like a row of dominoes. If one fell, so would the rest.

“Take your time, and remember you’re the leader of this organization, not Rupert Shepard,” said Margarite, referencing a youthful British member of the Order who felt his family should be running the organization.

“If Rupert lets me say more than three words, I’ll be amazed. I prefer one-on-one meetings to these annual get-togethers.”

Margarite brushed a minute speck of lint from her husband’s jacket. “I know you do, dear, but with Orlov’s death, you have a vacancy to fill, and there is no other way to do it than by a special vote.”

“The way you talk, you should run the Order, not me,” proposed Rolland.

“Sorry, my dear, wrong sex. Besides, you know I’m better on the sidelines, helping to guide affairs along, than dealing with your sometimes troublesome associates.”

Rolland gave a half-smile and left their bedroom. He walked down the stairs to the grand salon, where his guests awaited him. 

“Good evening, sir,” said Darcy, opening an ornately painted door.

Rolland nodded to his valet as he walked past him and entered the room. The grand salon was Rolland’s favorite room in the whole house, with its massive frescoes from the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and paintings of his ancestors on the walls—one of whom had died fighting alongside Napoleon at Waterloo.

“Ah, there you are, Jean Pierre,” said a youthful man, his upper-class English accent spilling over with condescension. It was no surprise to Rolland that the man deliberately chose to flaunt tradition and not wear a jacket and tie. Instead, he wore a white turtleneck sweater under his tweed jacket. “I was beginning to think you had left us and gone skiing.”

“Not today, Rupert,” replied Rolland, wishing he were, indeed, on the slopes instead of Mont Blanc. He faked a smile and offered his hand in greeting.

Rupert weakly shook Rolland’s hand and then wiped his palm on his black trousers as if he had just touched something undesirable.

Rolland was used to Rupert’s theatrics and ignored the slight. He carried along around the room, greeting the six other, well-dressed men who were present. They, like him, were brought into the Order when their fathers passed on or became incapable of performing their duties. Created back in the fifteenth century, the Order had helped guide some of the world’s most pivotal moments. From the Renaissance to the Industrial Revolution to the modern-day high-tech movement, they sought to enrich themselves at the cost of misery to tens of millions of others. There were always eight men on the high council, and with Orlov’s death in Siberia, they had to choose a successor.

Rolland waited a couple of minutes for everyone to get their small talk out of the way before asking them to join him at a polished oval mahogany table. He placed his leather case next to him and looked into his peers’ faces.

“Gentlemen, thank you for coming here today,” began Rolland. “As always, you can speak freely in here, as the room has been meticulously swept for listening devices. The walls and glass have also been heavily reinforced to prevent anyone from listening to our conversation.”

“That’s a relief,” quipped Rupert.

“I knew you’d be relieved,” replied Rolland, wishing Rupert would keep his remarks to himself. “As you say that same old tired line, every time you come here.”

A heavyset, bald, African man in a shark-gray suit snorted and let out a chuckle at Rupert’s expense. “He’s right, you know. You do say that a lot.”

Rupert sat back in his chair. “There’s no need to say it like that, Peter. I’m just trying to say how relieved we all are that our leader takes security very seriously.”

“In a pig’s eye,” retorted Peter.

Rolland brought up his hands. “Gentlemen, I know that you are all busy men, so I shall get straight to the point. We have two tasks before us. Today, we must appoint a person to replace Aleksey Orlov, who, as you’re all aware, foolishly broke ranks with our brotherhood and is now dead at the bottom of a frozen lake in Siberia. The second reason is to discuss our next major assignment.”

A man with short, back hair and a few extra pounds around his waist got to his feet. He cleared his throat and, with a thick, Slavic accent, said, “Gentlemen, as Orlov died with no living heirs, I propose that we offer his seat to Radko Genev. I have dealt with him on several occasions and have always found him to be a man of his word.”

“Thank you, Stefan,” said Rolland. “Genev is a wise proposal.” 

“I second Stefan’s proposal,” said an elderly Asian gentleman with a thick ponytail down his back. “He is a wealthy man with plenty of connections, both politically and militarily, in Russia and the Middle East. His political leanings are in line with the Order; therefore, I do not doubt that he will fit in well with everyone at this table.”

“Hear, hear,” said two men, loudly slapping the table with their hands.

Rolland was impressed. He had so dreaded this meeting, but thus far, it was smooth sailing. He picked up a small wooden gavel and held it in his hand. “Before we take this to a vote, are there any other people we should be looking into at this time?”

“I have one,” said Rupert.

“And who might that be?’ asked Rolland, fearing the answer.

Rupert raised his head. “I nominate my brother Cecil.”

A collective groan filled the air. 

“Not this again,” moaned Peter. “Rupert, you know the rules as well as anyone here at the table today. One, and only one, member of a family may be a member of the high council at any given time.”

“Yes, but—”

“But nothing. Your proposal is a waste of our time.”

Rupert looked toward Rolland. “Jean Pierre, are you going to let that man speak to me that way? He doesn’t get to make high-council policy; only you do.”

Rolland’s eyes narrowed. Angrily, he said, “The gentleman’s name is Peter Masai, and I’d prefer if you used it when talking about our fellow brother. And secondly, Peter’s right. You should have known better than to propose your younger brother for a seat at the high council. Your proposal, therefore, is not carried forward.”

Rupert swore under his breath, crossed his arms, and sat back in a huff.

Rolland smiled inwardly, as he was happy to see Rupert taken down a notch. He raised his gavel higher and said, “Shall we proceed to a vote then? All in favor of me asking Radko Genev to join the high council; please raise your hand.”

The men raised their right hands one by one. As the vote had to be unanimous, Peter growled at Rupert, making the weaker man recoil and raise his hand.

Rolland brought his gavel down. Bang.

“Thank you, one and all. The motion is carried. I will speak with Mister Genev next week when I am in Sofia doing business.” 

Every man at the table clapped enthusiastically, all except Rupert, who continued childishly to stew in his anger.

“Now to new business,” said Rolland. “As you are all aware, tensions between Saudi Arabia and Iran have continued to grow unabated to the point that a war could break out any day between the two nations. Their various proxy wars have gotten out of hand and have spilled over into their neighboring countries, threatening to engulf the entire Middle East. This ongoing struggle has presented us with a unique opportunity to become richer than we have ever been.”

“How so?” asked the Asian gentleman.

“I’m glad you asked, Riku. It is my intention to provoke Iran and Saudi Arabia into a devastating war from which a new global oil power will arise. With the Middle East in tatters, Venezuela will become the world’s major oil supplier. A Venezuela, I might add, run by a man beholden to the Order. For the past three years, one of our best agents has been blackmailing Emil Cruz, the highly popular president of Venezuela. Once that nation becomes the world’s gas station, for lack of a better term, we will apply the screws to the president and gain concessions in all of Venezuela’s oil fields. In no time, we will be the richest men on the planet.”

Every man in the room, with the exception of Rupert, clapped enthusiastically at the thought of becoming multi-billionaires.

“And just how do you plan to get Iran and Saudi Arabia to go to war?” asked Rupert, not masking his contempt.

“That is in the hands of Peter Masai.” Rolland looked over at his colleague, nodded, and smiled. 

Peter took a sip of water and then said, “Gentlemen, I have set up a number of shell corporations spread throughout the world that are secretly paying a black site in Russia to produce thousands of fake social media posts daily. That, combined with fabricated news stories, will help propel these two nations into war.”

Rupert scrunched his brow. “Whatever. How will that trigger a war?”

Peter smiled. “I take it you don’t follow social media?”

“No. Why would I?”

“You should. It is estimated that almost five billion people use social media on a daily basis. During the recent border skirmishes between Russia and Georgia, both nations produced fake media reports to paint their opponent in a bad light, and for the most part, it worked. My people and I have studied this aspect of the war in great detail and have vastly improved the messaging.”

Rupert let out an unimpressed sigh. “I doubt that will work. If you had done your homework, you’d know that both nations aren’t as liberal as the West and control what can and can’t be seen on the internet.”

“Not a problem. My people have already hacked into both nations’ primary internet providers and set up fake accounts. The posts, when released, will look genuine. Besides, there are over eight million people of Iranian descent living elsewhere in the world. Not to mention the thirteen million non-Saudis who live and work in Saudi Arabia. These people will read about the atrocities committed by one side or the other and will call home in a panic to see if it is true, thereby helping to spread fear and hate. One way or another, our messages are going to get past any form of censorship thrown in its way.”

Rupert raised his hands. “Okay, I’ll concede that, but I’m no fool. A conventional war between Iran and Saudi Arabia is bound to end in a UN-brokered ceasefire before any major damage can be inflicted on each other’s oil fields.”  

“Not if one or both resort to nuclear weapons.”

Rupert laughed. “Now you’re reaching. Neither nation has a nuclear bomb.”

“You are correct, but if Saudi Arabia believes Iran is about to destroy Riyadh with a nuclear bomb, they will activate a secret clause in their defense treaty with Pakistan, which states that they will supply them with nuclear devices in the event of a war with another nuclear power.”

“Fear is a great multiplier,” added Rolland. “Saudi Arabia’s government, driven by misinformation and paranoia, will undoubtedly hit Iran before it can hit them.”

Rupert raised an eyebrow. “It looks like you have thought of everything. Except the United States. There is no way in hell they will allow either nation to use a nuclear device.”

“On any other year, you might be correct, but the recent presidential election has brought an isolationist president into power who is too focused on realigning NATO without the U.S. in it to bother with the Middle East.”

“Maybe yes, maybe no. But in my mind, you’re taking a huge risk.”

“Without risk, there can be no reward,” said Masai.

Rupert drummed his fingers on the table and then sat back.

“Any other new business?” asked Rolland.

One at a time, the men shook their heads. It was over. 

“Gentlemen, I officially call this meeting adjourned,” said Rolland, banging his gavel once again.

The doors opened, and Darcy walked in, pushing a trolley covered with crystal glasses and a decanter of port. Before Darcy could pour the drinks, Rupert was on his feet and out the door.

“You should keep a close eye on him,” said Peter to Rolland. “We’ve had traitors in the past who have caused great harm to our organization, and my gut tells me not to trust that man.”

“I don’t,” said Rolland, accepting a glass of port. “But there’s not a lot I can do about him right now.”

“Leave it with me. You have far greater things to worry about than Rupert.”

“All right but understand this: there can be no move made against Rupert without my express permission.”

Peter sipped his drink. “Of course not. I live and breathe by the rules of our Order.”

“And for that, I thank you.”

Rolland looked out the window as Rupert started his BMW I8 and sped away. His chest felt as if it were in a vise. Like Aleksey Orlov, Rolland suspected Rupert was up to no good. But what? Was there any way to bring Rupert back into the fold before things got too far and he had to order his execution?

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​5.

[image: ]


Boston

“This is getting us nowhere,” grumbled Connor, placing a packed file folder on an already cluttered desk. “We’ve been at this for almost ten days and are getting nowhere.”

“Well, that’s not entirely true,” Kim contradicted. “We now know that Peridis, the name Jason gave us in his video, is not an overly common Greek surname. And there are more people in Canada than in the U.S. with the last name. We also know that according to U.S. Citizen and Immigration Services, no one named Christos Peridis was in the country when Rachel was murdered. We have to face the fact that Peridis could be an alias, and we could spend the next year or more looking for answers and still find nothing.”

Connor bent over at the waist and stretched out his back. “This sucks. If only Jason had given us a little more to go on.”

Kim ran a hand over Connor’s back. “I know you wanted to do this on your own without involving Knox or Katarina, and I respect that. But we need to face the facts; we’re better in the field than digging through the mountains of minutiae to find a clue. We need help—badly.”

Connor straightened and scrunched up his face. “Yeah, you’re right. I just hate the thought of going back to Knox and asking for help.”

“Remember when I said we shouldn’t keep secrets from one another?”

Connor narrowed his eyes. “Yes.”

Kim opened her eyes wide. “I’ve been a little bit naughty.”

“How so?”

“Yesterday morning, while you went out for a run, I called Knox and told him about our problems, and he said he’d try to help us.” Kim checked the time. “He texted me late last night saying he had found something, which I thought was great news, so I agreed we’d meet him at our favorite coffee spot about half an hour from now.”

“You sneaky devil,” said Connor, wrapping his arms around Kim. “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier this morning?”

“Because I couldn’t find the right time to do that.”

Connor looked down at his wrinkled clothes. “I guess we had better change before going out.” He pulled Kim more tightly to him.

Kim leaned back and looked Connor in the eyes. “Change. That’s all we have time for.”

Connor tugged her back against him with a quiet chuckle. 

For a moment, Kim reveled in the heat from Connor’s body. Their attraction for one another grew deeper by the day. Kim knew what Connor was after but laughed and gently pushed her lover back. “Nice try. Now get changed, or I’ll bring up for the tenth time today why we should buy a home in Hawaii.”

Kim and Connor found Henry Knox sitting at a table in a corner of their favorite spot, Le Café American. As always, he wore a light-gray suit with a yellow bowtie. Kim and Connor ordered themselves a drink and joined Knox.

Unfortunately, Knox looked as if he had aged five years in the last month. Deep wrinkles grew from the corners of his eyes and mouth, and his suit hung loose from all the weight he had lost.

“Good morning, Henry,” said Kim. “It’s so good to see you again.”

“And you too,” he replied earnestly.

“How are you doing, Henry?” Connor asked bluntly. “You look awful.”

Henry puffed out his cheeks and exhaled. He sat back in his chair and ran a hand over his bald head. “I know. Jason’s brother Mark let me go the day after we buried Jason, and I’ve been barred from company grounds.”

“Whoa. That’s a bit harsh.”

“If Jason hadn’t left me some money in his will, I’d be destitute by now.” 

Connor resisted rolling his eyes. “Some money” totaled five million dollars, but Connor didn’t want to get into the weeds and merely ignored Knox’s minor theatrics. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

“I’ve often felt that if one door closes, another opens for you,” said Kim. “Connor and I have been talking and would like to keep you on as our lawyer for the foreseeable future.”

Knox straightened. His tired demeanor instantly evaporated. “That’s awfully nice of you. I accept.”

“Good. Because we need someone with a foot on either side of the law, and that is you to a T,” said Connor.

Kim lowered her voice. “So, what else can you tell us about Jason and Rachel Hamilton’s deaths?” 

Connor’s jaw tightened slightly at the mention of Rachel’s name. He knew his pain would fade with time, but it seemed not enough had passed yet.

Knox leaned close. “I wasn’t able to find a thing on Christos Peridis, but I was given the name of someone who should be able to guide you in the right direction.”

Connor’s pulse began to race. “Who?” he asked.

“His name is William Grant. He’s a former British Army officer who now makes his money playing high-stakes poker.” Knox slid a picture of Grant over to Connor. The man had short, black hair and wore a neatly groomed goatee on his slender face. 

“And you’re sure this man can help?” asked Connor.

“I’m positive. He’s got strong connections to the Assassins Guild.”

“Kim mentioned these guys earlier today. Who exactly are they?”

Knox’s voice grew serious. “They do the other secret societies’ dirty work for them. I do not doubt for one second that the Order ordered the assassinations of Jason and Rachel, but The Guild undoubtedly carried out the murders.”

“Okay, where is Grant right now?” asked Connor.

“He’ll be staying at the Paris Hotel in Las Vegas this weekend for a poker tournament. If you can get him alone, you should be able to convince him to tell you how to
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