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The Story

 

Have you ever been blindsided by a secret?

 

Eve Shepherd has been forced into a world she never chose, leaving her running for her life. The husband she thought she knew is gone—along with the life she trusted. Betrayed by those closest to her, Eve is left with nothing but a cryptic message and a bag full of more secrets than answers. She only grasps one thing: Everyone has a secret and is willing to kill her for it.

 

Without knowing where her husband is, what he does, and why he disappeared, Eve must stay one step ahead of a legion of assassins who are determined to see what she knows.

 

What is this secret? How will she uncover it? And how can a wife with no desire to even hold a gun be expected to hold her own? Find out in book two, Assassin’s Secret. You won’t be able to put it down…

 

Because some secrets don’t stay buried.
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​Chapter One

 

 

Hathaway & Vale Advance Security

Ottawa, Canada

 

Lewis Vale stood facing the window, ready to give the kill order. 

Rain lashed the glass-walled conference room, streaking the panes with silver lines that fractured the city lights below. Twenty floors up, on the top of the office tower, the storm had turned the skyline into a shifting blur of neon and shadow. Inside the boardroom, the air was unnervingly still.

Vale turned slowly, his sharp eyes sweeping the room before settling on the two operatives sitting across the long conference table. Their shoulders were squared, and their hands rested lightly on the polished surface, every subtle movement measured, every glance alert.

He sat at the head of the long black table and folded his hands loosely in front of him. A single lamp cast a warm circle of light over the polished surface, leaving the rest of the room in shadow. Vale had been a Canadian Army colonel who had learned long ago how to look like a civilian without ever becoming one. He was a broad-shouldered man who favored a navy suit that strained slightly when he folded his arms. His hair was graying at the temples, his face weathered, ruddy, with the permanent squint of a man who had spent too many years scanning horizons through dust and glare.

Vale lifted his eyes. “Tell me again,” he said calmly, cocking his head toward the man nearer to him.

The man wore a tailored gray suit that hung cleanly on a leaner but equally solid frame. He was olive-skinned, clean-shaven, with close-cropped black hair and sharp features. He leaned slightly forward in his chair, forearms resting on the polished table, fingers loosely interlocked. He then adjusted the tablet in front of him so that it aligned perfectly with the edge of the table before speaking, “La Paz police have confirmed most of the specifics in our report.” He gestured toward the black folder that Vale had set to his left. “The helicopter crashed into the villa at full speed. Fire burned most of the structure and some of the bodies.”

“And Hathaway?” Vale asked impatiently.

Until very recently, Endeavour Hathaway, a former Canadian Army colonel like Vale, had been the other owner of the company. On paper, their company was a respectable security consulting and logistics firm—the kind corporations and governments hired to audit vulnerabilities, train executive protection teams, and move sensitive assets through unstable regions. 

In practice, however, the company was something else entirely. It was a private network that extended well beyond consulting: operatives who never appeared on payroll, financiers who laundered capital through shell entities and offshore funds, and former military men, like the two operators sitting across from Vale, who understood deniability as a survival skill. When a corporation needed a problem eradicated rather than solved, or when a government wanted an outcome without fingerprints, Hathaway & Vale Advance Security provided the people willing to cross that line and vanish afterward. They didn’t call it assassination or sabotage; they called it risk mitigation. The jobs were ugly, the pay was prolific and precise, and the rule was absolute—no records, no witnesses, no ties back to the company.

“According to the Bolivian police, his body was completely burned in the crash,” the man, whose name was Marco Silvestri, said. “They have recovered fragments from the cockpit: metal, avionics, partial rotor assembly. But the fire was intense. We’re still trying to get some DNA for verification purposes, but the police liaison is being slightly uncooperative.”

The other man sitting to Silvestri’s left let out a low grunt. He was thick through the chest, older than Silvestri, and was wearing a dark-blue suit stretched slightly across his powerful shoulders. His reddish hair was cut short and practical, while a neatly trimmed beard framed a square jaw that looked like it had been broken once and healed badly. He tightened his hands into fists and said in a low, controlled growl, “Maybe it’s time someone reminded them exactly who’s in charge.”

Vale shook his head and made a dismissive hand gesture. “We don’t need that extra exposure.” He locked eyes with the man for a long moment, then looked back at Silvestri. “Keep at it. We need to be absolutely certain about Hathaway’s fate.”

Silvestri nodded. “We believe he was inside the helicopter when it crashed.”

Vale looked at him. “You believe?”

“Yes.”

Vale tapped a finger lightly against the table. “That’s not the same thing as knowing.”

“No.”

“If Hathaway survived that crash, he will contact someone. So cover all his known network: family, friends, neighbors, acquaintances, everyone.”

Silvestri frowned. “You think he might still be alive?”

Vale shrugged faintly. “I think men like Hathaway rarely die when they’re supposed to. Plus, this entire mess needs to be kept under wraps. If he died, Hathaway died in an unrelated accident.”

Both men nodded in unison. “Of course, sir,” Silvestri replied for both of them. “We will continue to keep this contained, as we have done so far.” He glanced down at the tablet, then added, “On the good news front, we got a hit on Carrington’s location.”

Vale’s lips stretched into a wide smile of self-satisfaction. “You should have opened with that. Where is she?”

“We intercepted a string of messages two hours ago.” He tapped the tablet. “Somewhere in Portugal. Still trying to determine the location.”

Gemma Carrington had been one of the operatives with Hathaway both at Grand Cayman and in Bolivia. She had disappeared without a trace after the gun battle and helicopter crash at Hathaway’s villa in La Paz. Her body hadn’t been recovered, but Vale had always suspected Carrington had escaped. It seemed to be in her DNA.

A deep wrinkle creased Vale’s forehead. “Work faster and better. We need to find her, pronto.” He snapped his fingers, then gestured at Silvestri.

“Rest assured that we’ll find her in no time.” He nodded at his boss. “I have a team on the ground, and another one is working the digital side—tracking communications and trying to triangulate her location.”

Vale didn’t respond immediately. His fingers tapped once, twice on the table, slow and deliberate. The muscles along his jaw tightened slightly as he held Silvestri’s gaze, his expression flat and unreadable. After a moment, he leaned forward a few inches. “Then find her,” he said. “Don’t come back until you do.”

Silvestri nodded and looked at the tablet. “It’s only a matter of hours now.”

Vale gave him a quick flick of his wrist. “You.” He turned to the other man, whose name was Garrett Mercer. “I need you in Toronto. I’m supposed to be meeting with Eve Shepherd in a few hours. I won’t make it, but I want you to give her a message.”

Mercer grinned. “You have the right man for the job.”

“Be extremely careful and discreet. Shepherd will have help, a team working with her. So you’ll need a team as well. Four people, maybe more. We’ve underestimated her in the past and have paid the price. Hathaway being one of the casualties of that mistake.”

Mercer nodded once, the grin fading into something harder. He leaned forward slightly in his chair. His pale eyes met Vale’s without hesitation, calm but alert, the expression of a man who understood the warning and accepted it. “I won’t make that mistake,” he said. One corner of his mouth lifted faintly as he gave a small shake of his head. “Not with Shepherd. We’ll treat her like the threat she is.”

Vale rested both hands on the table, the polished surface reflecting the hard lines of his face. For a moment, he studied Mercer in silence, as if measuring how much the man truly understood. “She stays alive.”

“Understood.”

“Shepherd has something that belongs to the company. Information she was never supposed to see, let alone keep. I want it back—every piece of it.”

Mercer said nothing, waiting.

Vale straightened slowly. “She’s vicious when she’s cornered. Resourceful when she’s not. More than once she’s survived situations that should have killed her.” His gaze moved briefly between the two men. “So when you meet her,” Vale continued, his voice low and controlled, “you assume she already knows three different ways to kill you, two ways to escape you, and one way to turn the entire situation against you.”

Mercer’s jaw tightened slightly.

Outside, thunder cracked and lightning exploded across the skyline, briefly flashing the room in stark white light. The storm battered the tower, rain streaking the glass in chaotic sheets—a vicious, foreboding signal of what was to come.

Vale leaned forward a fraction. “Stay alert. Stay ahead of her. And whatever you do—don’t give her an opportunity.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “I want her alive because I need to know how much Shepherd knows… and who else she’s told. If she talks to the wrong people, we have a problem. A big problem.”

Mercer replied, “After she has talked to us, we’ll make sure she never talks again.”
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​Chapter Two

 

 

Portimão, Portugal

 

Silvestri’s fingers hovered over the tablet as the team of eight operatives—all dressed head to toe in black tactical gear—huddled around him in the cramped van parked on a narrow street overlooking the coast. Rain slicked the pavement early that morning, and the air smelled of salt, diesel, and adrenaline.

Silvestri tapped the screen once. “Carrington’s here,” he said, voice low, precise. “Coordinates match multiple digital confirmations. GPS ping and comm traffic. She’s at the back of the villa.” He scrolled through the screen, showing the blueprint of the safehouse on the outskirts of the coastal city. 

The villa crouched on the cliffs like a fortress. Its whitewashed walls gleamed under the weak sunrays breaking through a thick veil of clouds. Palm trees swayed lazily around a shimmering pool, while the jagged coastline stretched beyond the tall walls. An SUV was parked outside the front entrance. Silvestri’s team had run reconnaissance last night and then again two hours ago. They were waiting for the most opportune moment to storm the safehouse. That moment came as one of Dan McAllister’s men left the villa.

Silvestri continued, “There should be at least three guards, possibly more. In and out as soon as we can. And make as little noise as possible. We don’t want trouble with the local cops.”

A couple of his men nodded. One grunted, as if annoyed with the repeated instructions. They were clear with their objective, and he considered this a waste of time. The other three operatives checked their weapons with practiced precision: compact rifles with sound suppressors and silenced pistols.

Grunty tightened the strap of his bulletproof vest, then looked at Silvestri, who put the tablet away. “You know your roles,” he said. “Now, let’s make it happen.”

He raised his rifle, an HK416, and opened the van’s back doors. Then, he ran along the wall of the house next to the safehouse, one of its blind spots the team had identified during their reconnaissance. Grunty and another operative, a burly man with a full beard, followed Silvestri. The other five operatives dashed in the opposite direction, toward the back of the villa, to cut off any escape attempt by Carrington or McAllister’s team.

The teams’ footsteps were silent on the empty sidewalk. At thirty yards away from the safehouse, Silvestri crossed over and crouched behind the row of vehicles parked along the street. He advanced methodically, covering the last stretch, then raised his arm, gesturing for his teammates to stop. He cocked his head toward them, then motioned with his hand toward the gate.

Two cameras were set on the opposite corners of the main gate’s stone posts, and Silvestri knew he’d be visible as soon as he came out in the open. His team would have maybe ten seconds, possibly less, before the safehouse defenders would open fire. He drew in a deep, tense breath and nodded. We need to make those seconds count.

He tore toward the gate just as Grunty stood up and fired a couple of rounds at each of the cameras. The muffled shots cracked sharp and precise. Lenses burst with sparks. Feeds were cut out instantly, and the safehouse’s eyes went dark, blinding the defenders and plunging their perimeter into sudden uncertainty.

Silvestri hurried to run a strip charge along the latch-side seam of the gate, pressing it tight against the wrought iron where the gate would fail fastest. He fixed it in place with quick, practiced motions, checked the charge once, then peeled away without a word, already turning his shoulder as he cleared the blast arc.

The detonation came as a sharp, contained crack—more a violent snap than a boom—punching through the quiet morning. The iron split clean at the seam, hinges giving just enough as the gate sagged and twisted inward. Before the echo had died, Silvestri and his team rushed through the opening, rifles up, flooding the courtyard.

 

 

Inside the safehouse, the first spark on the monitor snapped Alfonso upright before the sound even registered. He leaned closer to the screens, eyes narrowing as one feed jittered—then burst into static. Another flared white with a shower of sparks. He saw a dark silhouette moving toward the gate a split second before the screen went black. “Contact! Perimeter breach!” he barked as he shot to his feet and grabbed a suppressed Glock 19 on the desk to his left.

Then came the explosion.

“Move, move, move!” Henrique, the team leader, shouted from the living room. He was already on his feet and had aimed his HK MP5K submachine gun at the hall a few feet away. The main entrance to the villa was on the other side, to the left. “Vasco, back entrance. Martim, the girl!” he ordered his teammates.

Chairs scraped back. His men followed his orders almost on instinct, without wasting any precious seconds.

Henrique, compact and wiry, dressed in dark tactical pants and a slate-gray softshell jacket half-zipped over a black t-shirt, had already positioned himself against the wall. Across from him, Alfonso locked his eyes with the window just as a gunman came into view. He put the gunman in his pistol sights and fired a quick burst.

His rounds hit the man in the chest. The bulletproof vest took the brunt of the impacts, but still, he was rocked backward. His breath was punched out of him as the kinetic force staggered his advance and drove him a half-step off balance. He dropped hard beside a stone bench, rifle up, while Silvestri took cover behind a large metal planter, already scanning for targets.

He found the shooter inside the room, a few feet away from the window. Silvestri opened up with a long volley. His rounds shattered the window and began to shred through the room. Having lost the advantage of surprise, he decided to change tactics. The team would now rely on brute force to overpower the safehouse’s defenders.

Gunfire erupted from the back of the villa, first outside, then inside. Henrique cursed out loud and shook his head. He wished he had another man or two on his team. He took a step forward, coming around the corner, and fired through the other window at a silhouette attempting to advance toward the main entrance. His rounds hit the man in the chest and legs. He collapsed onto the ground, then dragged himself behind the nearest SUV.

“Which way do we go?” asked Alfonso.

He was broader and heavier through the shoulders than his boss and was wearing faded jeans tucked into scuffed boots and a tan field jacket. He fired a couple more shots as a man tried to pop up behind a metal planter. Alfonso missed him, but his rounds forced the man down.

Henrique made some quick calculations. There seemed to be only three attackers out in the front. Of course, there could be more behind the wall, but he doubted it. Their SUV was out there, although they had another getaway vehicle parked two blocks away, around the back. Vasco was covering the back, but Henrique had no idea how many attackers were pushing from that direction. So he nodded at Alfonso and said, “We push through the front, once we have the girl.”

 

 

On the second floor of the villa, Carrington sat upright on her bed. The sharp crack of the detonation still echoed in her ears. For a split second, she didn’t understand it: Her mind snagged between sleep deprivation and adrenaline. Then the gunfire started.

Short, controlled bursts.

Professionals.

She swung her legs off the side of the bed, the movement cut short by the cold bite of steel around her wrist. The handcuff snapped taut against the carved wooden bedpost, stopping her dead. The restraint had already worn a raw band into her skin over the past few days, and the sudden pull sent a fresh spike of pain up her arm.

She cursed under her breath, forcing herself to breathe through the pain.

More gunfire—closer now. Inside the villa.

Someone had breached the safehouse.

Carrington’s pulse surged, sharp and immediate. Has someone come to rescue me? Or is this the police?

She dragged the bed and pushed to her feet anyway, moving as far as the cuff allowed. She angled toward the window but couldn’t see the courtyard.

Another burst of fire, even louder. Return fire followed almost instantly.

Two sides. Definitely two sides.

Carrington’s mind started assembling possibilities with ruthless efficiency. Hathaway. It has to be. But McAllister told me Hathaway was dead… Did he lie to me? Or did he not know the truth? Or could this be Vale?

She swallowed hard, jaw tightening.

Neither McAllister, Henrique, nor his team had so much as raised a hand or inflicted pain on her. However, the pressure had been constant, controlled, surgical. Endless questions about Colton Shepherd. His assignments, his movements. Names, locations, timelines.

She’d told them the truth. “I don’t know. I’ve never met him. I’ve heard about him, but I can’t tell what’s fact and what’s fiction.”

They hadn’t believed her. McAllister had said more than once, “You’re not going anywhere until you tell us where he is or help us find him.”

Carrington hadn’t tried to escape. She knew her chances were slim to none. But now that sharp volleys cracked through the villa, she felt she could touch her freedom. Her heart began to hammer in her chest as more rounds smacked into something outside—stone, maybe—sending dull thuds.

Footsteps pounded in the hallway outside—fast and purposeful.

Her eyes flicked to the door. She knew what was going to happen: She was about to be moved.

The realization settled cold in her chest. Whoever was attacking, Henrique’s team wouldn’t leave her here to be found. She was leverage. Information. Insurance.

She turned toward the door and balled her hands into fists almost instinctively. Her breathing slowed, forced under control.

The door burst open.

It was Martim, one of Henrique’s men.

He filled the frame for half a second, submachine gun up, eyes sweeping the room before locking onto her. He was in his early thirties but with a baby face, dressed for movement: dark jeans and a cream-colored, lightweight tactical jacket, zipped halfway.

“We’re leaving,” he said, already moving toward her.

“Who’s that?” Carrington asked.

Another burst of gunfire rattled somewhere below them. 

That’s much closer, she thought.

Martim didn’t answer but reached the bed in three strides. He holstered his weapon in one fluid motion and pulled a key from his pocket. His movements were efficient, but tighter than usual—controlled urgency bleeding through.

“Don’t try anything,” he said, voice low and edged. “You won’t make it two steps. I will kill you.”

The cuff clicked open.

For a fraction of a second, Carrington considered making a run for it. She’d drive an elbow into his throat, then grab his gun and bolt past him, taking her chances in the chaos. But the image of her escape collapsed just as quickly as it formed.

More gunfire erupted from the back of the villa. She could tell it was at least two shooters, maybe more. Crossfire.

“Not planning to,” she said to Martim.

He grabbed her arm—not rough, but firm—and turned her toward the door. “Stay close. We’re getting out of here.”

Carrington stumbled once, catching herself, then found her footing. It made sense for her to stay behind Martim. He was armed and wearing a bulletproof vest. She was in dark jeans and a light gray blouse.

As they stepped into the hallway, another burst of automatic fire came from below. Then came a groan, and a body collapsed onto the floor. Carrington peered but couldn’t see anything. She heard footsteps rushing in, then saw two men dressed all in black advance through the villa.

Martim had seen them too, and he didn’t hesitate.

The two men in black stepped into the hallway below, rifles raised and sweeping for targets. Martim shoved Carrington half a step sideways, clearing his line of fire. Then he snapped his weapon to his shoulder. The muzzle flashed—short, disciplined bursts that cracked through the corridor.

The lead man took the hits.

One round punched into his thigh, spinning him off balance mid-stride. The next slammed into his chest, the impact staggering him backward. His rifle dipped as his body folded, crashing hard onto the tile with a grunt that cut off into a choke.

The second man returned fire.

His weapon came up in a smooth, lethal arc. His response was immediate: no panic, just training. His rifle barked, muzzle flashing bright in the dim hallway.

One round caught Martim high in the arm, snapping it back and tearing his grip loose. Another drove into his chest, the impact knocking the breath out of him as he stumbled. A third hit low, punching through his leg and collapsing his stance completely.

He went down hard.

Carrington flinched instinctively as Martim slammed into the floor beside her, his weapon skidding from his hand. The smell of gunpowder filled the corridor, sharp and metallic.

The second man advanced. He kept his rifle steady as he stepped past his fallen teammate without a glance. His face was calm, almost detached, eyes locked onto Carrington as he closed the distance.

Martim groaned behind her, trying to move, but he wasn’t getting up.

Carrington’s pulse spiked into overdrive.

She raised her hands slightly—not in surrender, but enough to show she wasn’t armed. “Wait,” she said, her voice tight but holding. “Wait—don’t shoot.”

The man didn’t lower his weapon.

He kept coming toward her and was now at the bottom of the staircase.

“I’m Carrington,” she said quickly, the words tumbling out now, urgency breaking through. “I’ve been waiting for you. Who sent you? Hathaway? Vale?”

The man stopped, but his rifle remained trained at her chest.

For a moment, the hallway went still except for the distant crack of gunfire echoing through the villa.

Then the man smiled.

Carrington frowned. That smile wasn’t relief or recognition—it was the look of a man who knew he had her trapped.

“Thank you,” he said, voice low, almost conversational. “That confirms it.”

She arched an eyebrow and spread out her hands. “Confirms what?”

“I have a message for you,” the man continued, adjusting his grip slightly, the rifle never wavering from her chest. “From Vale.” His smile widened just a fraction. “The message is: Die!”

He raised the rifle an inch, finger tightening on the trigger.

Carrington felt the floor drop out from under her. She closed her eyes for a brief moment. So this is how it ends, she thought.

The shot cracked.
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Chapter Three

 

 

Skywalk Café

Toronto, Canada

 

The barrel of the Glock was just a couple of inches away from Eve Shepherd’s chest. The gunman’s finger was brushing the trigger with deliberate calm. He had just confirmed her worst fear: McAllister, who was supposed to watch over her from the boat, wouldn’t be able to help. He must have been disarmed, perhaps even incapacitated. For all intents and purposes, Eve was completely alone.

She glanced around the café that overlooked the harbor, perched just off the boardwalk along Toronto’s waterfront. A waitress poured a latte without looking. Patrons chatted with each other or tapped their phones. No one noticed her standing there, ready to be kidnapped by a professional killer.

Then Eve gave the boat a once-over, hoping against hope that the gunman was lying to her. There was no sign of McAllister. No red dot of a sniper’s laser appeared on the man’s chest, shoulder, or face.

The meeting had gone sideways. She didn’t get the USB drive with the intelligence Vale promised. And now she was being marched out at gunpoint.

She sighed and tried to steel her shaky nerves. Her drumming heart had jumped to her throat. Her chest had tightened, and her knees were threatening to buckle. But with that came the realization that she had to act fast. 

Decisively. 

Now.

“Get going,” the gunman said in a harsh whisper, gesturing with his pistol. “Now!”

None of the patrons had noticed yet, but that was about to change. Eve had no intention of allowing herself to be kidnapped in daylight, in the middle of a café, while a handful of patrons were around her. She needed to make enough noise to attract their attention; she needed all eyes on them.

Eve shifted her weight just enough to sell hesitation. Her gaze flicked past the man as if calculating surrender. Her breathing slowed, controlled, while her fingers relaxed at her sides—loose, non-threatening.

Then she made her move.

Her hand snapped sideways, sweeping the edge of the table hard. Her coffee cup shattered against the beige tiled floor. The plate followed—a sharp crack as porcelain hit, the half-eaten croissant skidding across the boards.

The sound cut clean through the quiet café.

Patrons’ heads turned.

A couple near the window jumped to their feet, startled, chairs scraping loudly as they stumbled back.

A server popped up behind the café’s counter. “Everything okay there?” he shouted.

The man’s attention broke—just for a fraction of a second—as he glanced over his shoulder and waved at the server.

That was all Eve needed.

She exploded forward.

Her left hand struck his gun wrist and forced it down and away from her centerline. At the same instant, she moved in the opposite direction, pivoting her body off the line of fire, shoulders turning, hips sliding clear. The motion was tight, efficient, and deliberate. Her right hand clamped onto his forearm to
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