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        You may shoot me with your words... but still, like dust, I’ll rise.
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      This is a work of fiction and while it is based in real countries, refers to real events and features several landmarks, the characters are entirely imaginary. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
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      ‘That’s not safe, sayyidati.’ Ma’am. Reem al-Farhan bent down and spoke through the lowered rear window of the car.

      Her Royal Highness Princess Leiyani al-Fayez, of the House of al-Fayez, Jordan, smiled. ‘Reem, you know that’s the surest way to motivate me to go there.’

      Reem blew her hair out of her face. ‘I promised your mother I’d keep you safe while you were in New York.’

      ‘Mama is not here. I am safe. This isn’t my first visit to New York. And you are with me. Please, Reem. I want to walk the Lower East Side and see it for myself. You know how it is with us. We go from one air-conditioned place to another. From home to hotel. We are surrounded by guards. We don’t get to experience real life.’

      Reem knew. In a former life, she had been a Saudi Royal Guard, in an elite military unit tasked with protecting the Saudi Royal Family.

      She had been its seniormost and best woman operative, assigned to Princess Haya of the House of Saud.

      That was a long time ago. A lot of life had happened since then. I live in New York now. She felt sweat trickling down her back.

      She was dressed in a casual shirt tucked into jeans, boots on her feet. Her licensed Glock was in her shoulder bag, which was partly open for easy access.

      Reem advised Middle Eastern royalty, Hollywood celebrities and various VIPs on security when they visited New York city.

      The gig to protect Princess Leiyani wasn’t a paid one.

      She knew the princess’s mother, Princess Safiya, well, and when the daughter made plans to visit New York, her mother had called Reem.

      ‘It’s only a few days, Reem. Please be with her. I trust only you. I will pay you.’

      ‘Sayyidati.’ Reem had smiled. ‘Payment is not necessary.’

      ‘You are in New York, Reem. A different world. You don’t need to be so formal with me or my daughter.’

      ‘I call you or other royalty from other families by your titles not out of obligation, but because I want to.’

      Princess Safiya had laughed. ‘No wonder your business is doing well, Reem. You know how to say the right words.’

      Which was how Reem came to be bending over Leiyani’s car, near Times Square, in the middle of a hot June day.

      ‘Please, Reem,’ the princess begged.

      Reem sighed and took her in. Leiyani was in her late twenties. She had studied at Georgetown University and, after working for a few years in the US, had returned to Jordan to take up a role in the family’s extensive business interests.

      ‘We drive in and drive out. Nothing more,’ she warned.

      ‘Deal,’ Leiyani exclaimed.

      Reem got in the shotgun seat and directed the driver.

      ‘I want to walk!’ Leiyani said when they drove down Bleecker Street. ‘I want to check out the wall murals.’

      ‘NO!’ Reem turned in her seat. ‘We had a deal! Sayyidati, you must have come here several times during your previous visits⁠—’

      ‘Stop with that sayyidati thing,’ Leiyani huffed. ‘You know I don’t like that. And no, I never came to this side. Please, Reem. That’s a gorgeous painting over there.’

      Reem looked where she was pointing. A full wall mural between a convenience store and a vape shop. It’s daytime. Bleecker Street is safe. There’s not a lot of mugging in Manhattan these days. What’s the harm?

      ‘Stop here,’ she told the driver. She got out when he eased to the sidewalk, held the door open for Leiyani.

      They crossed the street, which narrowed due to roadwork. Their armored BMW stood out. A passing delivery cyclist whistled admiringly at the car.

      Reem stood behind Leiyani, who admired the wall art and photographed it on her phone.

      ‘Let’s go,’ she said impatiently.

      ‘A moment,’ the princess said.

      Reem was regretting allowing her to get out.

      And when she saw three men enter Bleecker Street and two men come from behind to pincer them, she knew her day was going to get worse.
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      Axton ‘Ax’ Hawke stepped out of the record store on Bleecker Street.

      He tucked the brown paper bag with his newly acquired Thelonious Monk vinyl, an original Blue Note pressing of Genius of Modern Music, under his arm. The summer heat hit him like a wall after the air-conditioned interior.

      Bleecker Street hummed with its usual energy.

      The historic street in Greenwich Village had evolved from Bohemian neighborhood to tourist destination but still retained its character. Red brick buildings with fire escapes, indie stores and restaurants lined the leafy streets.

      A busker blew his trumpet above the rumble of traffic.

      It was New York. It was home.

      Ax reached up to wipe sweat from his forehead when he heard raised voices.

      He took in the source.

      Three men ahead, on his side of the pavement, walking fast. Two more emerging from behind a parked delivery truck. Both converging and trapping two women who were admiring a wall mural.

      Assessing potential threats was second nature to Ax.

      The five men didn’t have the casual walk of other passersby. They were heading toward the women.

      Are they carrying weapons?

      It was hard to tell. All the men had loose jackets.

      Who wears jackets on a hot day like this?

      Kael and I do, to hide our shoulder-holstered Glocks.

      The women seemed to be unaware of the men’s presence.

      And then he recognized one of the women.

      She was tall.

      Dark-haired. A regal bearing. Standing erect.

      Reem! What’s she doing here?

      He opened his mouth to warn her when the men sped toward the women.

      A passing car’s horn blared.

      The record slipped from under his arm.

      He didn’t hear it hit the pavement.

      Lethal instincts took over.

      Ax became a weapon.

      The nearest attacker didn’t register Ax’s presence until it was too late.

      Ax drove his elbow into the man’s neck, sending him sprawling into a row of trash bins.

      Reem was already spinning around, seemingly alerted by her inner radar.

      Ax had no time to greet her.

      The second attacker turned toward him, swinging.

      The woman with Reem screamed.

      Ax ducked under the incoming fist, slammed into the man’s midsection, and flipped him onto the sidewalk.

      For a fraction of a second, Ax took in Reem’s panther-like moves.

      She swept out her ankle to trip a rushing man behind her and drove her boot into his ribs before he hit the ground.

      An attacker tried to grab her from behind.

      She spun on her heel, locked his wrist in a grip, and drove her elbow back into his face.

      He howled and staggered back.

      Reem’s voice cracked an order.

      The second woman made to huddle behind Reem.

      Ax sized up the woman’s elegant, ankle-length dress, saw the shimmer of silk and velvet and knew the garment was expensive.

      One of Reem’s Middle Eastern friends?

      The woman was slow to move.

      The last remaining attacker lunged at her.

      Reem stepped between them, her body a shield.

      Ax grabbed the thug’s collar from behind and slammed him headfirst into the hood of a nearby car.

      The metal dented. The car’s alarm went off.

      The man slumped to the ground, bleeding and moaning.

      From zero to attack to counter-punch in less than ten seconds.

      Ax wiped his face with his sleeve and looked around.

      No other hostiles in sight.

      A bunch of passersby on both sidewalks filming the fight on their smartphones. A street vendor stared open-mouthed from his cart.

      Reem straightened a strand of hair that fell in front of her face. Her breathing was steady. Her face expressionless. ‘You.’

      Ax was equally expressionless. ‘Me.’

      She spun around to check on the younger woman, who nodded vigorously and seemed to be more excited than scared.

      Reem broke off from her whispers. ‘Are you following me? What the hell are you doing here?’

      ‘No. I was checking out that vinyl store.’ He pointed to the shop, cursed beneath his breath, went to his fallen record, retrieved it, and displayed it to her. ‘Saw them approaching you. Didn’t realize it was you till I got close.’

      The young woman behind her stepped around Reem.

      Lively, dark eyes.

      Yeah, that dress could feed an African village for a week. Ax smothered a smile.

      The woman came to Reem’s shoulder. Her English was impeccable, a faint American accent in her voice. ‘That was incredible. You were both, wow. Reem, I’ll ask one of those people to share their video with me⁠—’

      ‘You’re not going anywhere, sayyidati,’ Reem said flatly.

      Sayyidati. Is she some kind of royalty? Is she Reem’s client? Ax knew of Reem’s security consulting business.

      ‘You okay?’ he asked the younger woman.

      She nodded. ‘Yes. Thank you.’ She looked at Reem. ‘Who is he? You seem to know him.’

      Reem hesitated.

      Ax stifled a grin.

      ‘Ax, meet Her Royal Highness Princess Leiyani al-Fayez, from Jordan. Sayyidati, this is Ax.’

      Leiyani shook his hand in a firm grip, her teeth sparkling. ‘I’ve told her to drop that sayyidati thing, but does she listen? Ax?’ She cocked her head. ‘Is that short for⁠—’

      ‘Axton Hawke,’ Reem’s voice grated.

      ‘The way you moved,’ Leiyani said admiringly. ‘I know Reem’s background. Are you military as well?’

      ‘I was, ma’am.’

      ‘Ma’am, sayyidati.’ The princess rolled her eyes. ‘Doesn’t anyone speak normally in New York?’

      Ax grinned. He searched the man he had car-slammed. No wallet. A switchblade.

      He straightened when sirens wailed and an NYPD cruiser raced to a stop near them.

      Two uniforms jumped out, hands on their holsters.

      ‘Hands where we can see them!’ one of the officers yelled.

      ‘That’s not necessary,’ Reem said, but raised her palms.

      Ax followed suit.

      Leiyani’s hands were high above her head.

      ‘They attacked us,’ Reem said calmly. ‘Check security cams on the street. Check the bystanders filming. It’s all there.’

      ‘She’s right,’ Ax added. ‘I was in the store down the street. I saw it go down.’

      ‘Three of you took five men down?’ the officer asked disbelievingly while his partner bent over the fallen thugs.

      ‘Yes,’ Reem said.

      ‘You should have seen them,’ Leiyani burst out proudly.

      ‘ID,’ the officer demanded.

      Reem reached into her bag and produced her credentials.

      Ax presented his business card.

      ‘Hawke and Stryker.’ The officer nodded. ‘We’ve heard of you.’

      ‘Heard of him?’ Leiyani frowned. ‘Like, is he famous?’

      ‘We wouldn’t call it that,’ the officer drawled. ‘He and his partner run their PI firm. Hawke and Stryker. They’re a pain in our butts. Excuse my language, ma’am.’

      ‘You’re a private investigator?’ Leiyani’s face was alive with excitement.

      A dark sedan drove up before Ax could reply.

      He sighed. He knew the occupants.

      FBI SAC, Special-Agent-in-Charge Peyton Quindica, got out from behind the wheel.

      Her partner, Gina Difiore, climbed out from the shotgun seat.

      Both in dark-blue suits. Handbags dangling from their shoulders. Glocks at their hips. Both dark-haired. Quindica’s features spoke of her Chinese Polynesian background while Difiore’s bronzed skin boasted of her Italian and Latin American heritage.

      Quindica led an FBI-NYPD JTF, Joint Task Force, that took on high-profile, national-security-critical cases.

      Difiore, an NYPD first-detective on long-term secondment to the FBI, was her deputy.

      Both were super-smart and, as a team, had one of the best closure rates in FBI history.

      They were Ax’s close friends.

      Gina has a strange way of showing it, though, he thought as Difiore’s eyes narrowed at him.

      ‘Should I cuff him?’ she asked her partner.

      ‘Let’s hear what went down.’ Quindica grinned.

      ‘Reem, long time.’ She hugged the Saudi and listened intently while Reem explained softly.

      Ax lowered his palms and waited.

      ‘You just happened to be in the neighborhood?’ Difiore eyed him suspiciously while her partner went over to the NYPD officers and spoke to them.

      He held his LP up. ‘Thelonious Monk, original Blue Note. I was picking this up from that store over there. What about you?’

      ‘We were a block away. We heard it called in on the squawk box. We recognized Reem and you from your descriptions.’

      Quindica joined them. ‘Anyone need medical?’

      ‘From these?’ Reem looked disgustedly at the thugs. ‘No.’

      ‘These guys have priors,’ Quindica said. ‘Assault. Armed robbery.’

      ‘Felt like a random mugging to me.’ Ax nodded.

      ‘It must be that. No one knew we were coming here,’ Reem said. ‘We made the decision on the spur.’

      ‘Crime’s gone down in the city. Muggings are rare but not unheard of.’ Difiore glanced up and down the street. ‘They must have been attracted by your fancy car. They must have figured a quick smash-and-grab to take away your jewelry, cards, and cash. We’ll make sure NYPD investigates thoroughly.’

      Reem pointed at Leiyani. ‘Peyton, Gina, this is Her Highness Princess Leiyani of Jordan. I am her protection while she’s in the city. I was showing her the city. Sayyidati, these are FBI Special Agents Peyton Quindica and Gina Difiore. They are my friends.’

      Leiyani beamed. ‘This is amazing. I wanted to see the East Side, and now, I’ve been in a fight, rescued by a man who looks like he walked off a movie set⁠—’

      Reem snorted.

      ‘—and I’ve met two FBI agents. This is officially the best trip of my life.’

      Difiore scoffed at Ax. ‘Movie set!’

      ‘I get that a lot,’ he said.

      ‘In your dreams.’ She snorted.

      Quindica chuckled. ‘Reem, reach out if you need anything. I’ll report back once we hear from the NYPD.’

      Leiyani turned to Ax once the FBI SACs and the NYPD officers had left. The crowd of passersby had scattered. Bleecker Street was back to business as if nothing had happened. ‘Would you like a ride?’

      ‘Just a couple of blocks, if you don’t mind.’ Ax ignored Reem’s glower.

      ‘It’s no problem,’ Leiyani exclaimed.

      Ax got in beside her in the rear seat and noted the thick doors and glass. A burly, impassive man behind the wheel.

      ‘He’s yours?’ Ax asked Reem, nodding at the driver.

      ‘Naam.’ Yes. She replied, knowing he spoke Arabic. ‘Ahmed’s been with me a long time. His job is to stay behind the wheel whatever happens.’

      ‘Greene Street,’ Ax told the driver. ‘Corner of Houston.’

      The BMW eased off and merged into the traffic, inching forward between taxis and delivery trucks.

      Manhattan didn’t respect diplomatic plates.

      ‘I forgot.’ Leiyani smacked her palm against her forehead. ‘Reem, I wanted to talk to you about Warrior Women.’

      She paused and glanced at Ax.

      Reem didn’t look back. ‘He can be trusted.’

      Leiyani glanced at him and then at the Saudi. ‘I sense something between you two⁠—’

      ‘Sayyidati, you were talking of Warrior Women,’ Reem reminded her.

      ‘There’s history between you two,’ the princess continued with a grin. ‘I’m going to get it out of you, Reem.’

      You can try, Ax thought. No one gets information out of Reem until she decides to tell, willingly.

      ‘The charity,’ Reem prompted.

      ‘I’m the chairperson for Warrior Women,’ Leiyani explained for Ax’s benefit. ‘It’s a charity. We help displaced women from war zones. We apply for their asylum in America and once they have their visas, we help them get jobs, help them find homes. The charity is funded by me. My family’s⁠—’

      ‘He knows how royal families work, sayyidati,’ Reem interrupted.

      ‘Good.’ Leiyani beamed. ‘We bring women from Syria, Iran, from African countries … from all over the world where women are affected by war.’ Her smile fled. ‘Reem, one of our women is missing. Huda al-Masri. Syrian. She arrived here six months ago. We put her in a transitional apartment in Brooklyn, but she hasn’t checked in for her weekly meetings in over two months. She’s not answering her phone or emails.’

      ‘Did your people investigate?’ Reem asked.

      ‘Naam. They weren’t able to trace her. There’s no one at the apartment. She used to work at a local convenience store. The owner said she hadn’t shown up for work. Our women are required to stay in contact during the first year. The foundation director says we should give her time to make contact, but I am worried.’

      Reem pulled out her phone. ‘Huda al-Masri,’ she said beneath her breath, her fingers flying over the keyboard.

      Ax leaned forward. ‘Kael?’

      ‘Who else?’

      ‘You could have asked me,’ Ax said.

      Reem raised an eyebrow. ‘Why would I?’

      Ax sat back. Same old Reem. She won’t come to me for help.

      ‘His name is Kael?’ Leiyani turned to him. ‘Your partner’s name?’

      ‘He’s my friend as well. We go a long way back. Yeah. Kael Stryker.’

      The BMW crawled through New York while the city went about its business. Street vendors hawked pretzels, tourists studied maps, businesspeople hustled to lunch meetings.

      Reem’s phone buzzed.

      She read the message and thrust the phone backward.

      Ax took it and glanced at Kael’s reply.

      Huda al-Masri’s listed as dead. Gas leak accident in her Brooklyn apartment two months ago. No death certificate filed. Her MTA pass was used at Grand Street Station. Four days ago.

      ‘She’s not dead,’ Reem stated.

      ‘Or, she might be and someone’s using her pass,’ Ax countered.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Leiyani frowned.

      He passed Reem’s phone to her.

      The princess read it and looked confused when she looked up. ‘Dead? Why didn’t the charity find that out?’

      ‘Good question,’ Ax said.

      Reem took her phone from Leiyani. ‘Sayyidati, do you want me to look into this?’

      ‘Naam. Will he help you?’ The princess nodded in Ax’s direction.

      ‘I don’t need his help.’

      ‘You asked his partner.’

      ‘I don’t need Ax’s help,’ Reem repeated.

      The Jordanian frowned and then smiled slowly. ‘Were you dating?’

      ‘Sayyidati, his stop is here,’ Reem said expressionlessly.

      Ax got out when the car stopped. He shook Leiyani’s hand, grinning while she badgered Reem, and watched the car till it disappeared in the traffic.

      

      ‘How did you happen to be with Reem?’ Kael answered his call on the first ring.

      ‘A coincidence,’ Ax explained briefly.

      ‘Did she thank you?’

      ‘Reem could have taken those men out on her own. It would have taken a little longer. Did she ask you for anything else?’

      ‘Nope. You’re planning to help her?’

      ‘She didn’t ask for it.’

      ‘But you’re going to.’

      He knows me well. Ax hung up and jammed his hands in his pockets.

      There would never be a time when he wouldn’t be there for Reem.

      This might be nothing, but I’ll hang around in the shadows and watch her six.
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      Reem walked down Bleecker Street, taking in the atmosphere. Her belly rumbled when she inhaled the scents from a bakery.

      She made a face. It had been three hours since the attack on the street. Time in which she had taken Leiyani back to her hotel, called Quindica, who had assured her that the thugs had proved to be thieves out to make a quick, opportunistic buck, and then she had returned to the street.

      Her eyes, hidden by her shades, were continually moving, checking out people.

      Her inner radar stayed quiet.

      She stopped outside a red-brick building and admired the brass plaque on it. Hawke and Stryker Investigations.

      She gave her name to the security guard, who pointed her to an elevator. She went up it and glanced at her watch.

      Three hours since seeing Ax.

      

      Is that why you came to their office? To see him again?

      No. She pressed the intercom beside the door.

      ‘It’s open.’ Kael’s voice came through immediately.

      The office occupied the northeast corner of the building. Floor-to-ceiling windows on two sides gave a great view of Greenwich Village.

      She knew Ax and Kael owned the office outright. As well as their apartments.

      The PIs had worked with several billionaires and Middle Eastern royalty who had rewarded the men way beyond their invoicing. Those monies, and smart investing, had enabled them to acquire their properties.

      They didn’t flaunt their wealth.

      They never do. One reason I like them.

      Only one reason you like Ax?

      She wished Snarky, her inner voice, would stop talking.

      The office was decorated by Olivia Navarro, Kael’s girlfriend. She used to be a high-flying model and after retiring from the catwalk, had started her own agency.

      Her touch was evident everywhere. A central seating area with two leather couches and a glass coffee table. The walls held framed vintage maps and a few carefully selected photographs of the two men and their friends.

      Her eyes lighted on a group photo of the PIs with Difiore, Quindica, and nine other people. That’s Zeb and his team, and Cutter Grogan.

      Zeb Carter and his crew worked in a covert US outfit while Cutter was another New York PI.

      Ax and Kael had introduced her to their friends when she had relocated to New York, every one of whom had welcomed her and made her feel at home.

      She had gotten especially close to the FBI SACs, as well as Beth and Meghan Petersen, twins, in Zeb Carter’s outfit.

      My found family.

      Her gaze lingered on the wall. No guns or weapons of any kind. No photographs that indicated their past.

      Both Ax and Kael were former Delta operatives who had started their PI business after leaving the military.

      They’re secure in who they are. It’s why I trust them.

      It’s why you were more than friends with Ax once, Snarky taunted.

      Two desks with screens. A coffee machine gurgled in the corner.

      The occupant at one desk grinned at her, came over and hugged her hard.

      She returned his embrace and kissed him on the cheek, feeling the coil of tension inside her loosening.

      Kael Stryker hugged her again. ‘Long time.’

      She took him in. Green eyes. Dark, short hair. A print shirt.

      She smiled. Kael Stryker wore prints whatever the season. His arms were corded, powerful, bare of any jewelry except for a well-worn watch.

      ‘How’s Olivia?’ she asked.

      ‘Thriving.’ He went to the coffee maker, filled two cups and handed her one.

      She sipped and sighed appreciatively. ‘Why do I have to come to your office to get the best Jamaican Blue Mountain?’

      ‘Zeb’s and Cutter’s offices have the same brand. Beth and Meg source them from a grower in Jamaica. We and Cutter get our stock from them. I’ll ask them to supply you too.’

      ‘They will? I’ll pay⁠—’

      ‘You’ll offend them if you mention money.’ He chuckled. ‘And yeah, they will.’

      She blinked back a surge of emotion, put her cup down and went around to hug him again.

      ‘Inti min ahlna.’ You are our family, he said softly in Arabic.

      She nodded, emotion choking her, and then her control returned. ‘Where’s Olivia?’

      ‘In Milan, scouting talent.’ He smiled. ‘She wants to sign you up. She says magazines will line up to have you on their covers.’

      Reem rolled her eyes. ‘She might have mentioned that a time or two.’

      She eyed the second desk. ‘Where is he?’

      Kael’s grin turned wider. ‘Ax is out doing Ax things. He’ll be back. Missing him⁠—’

      ‘Don’t go there,’ she warned.

      He held his palm up in a peace gesture.

      They all know why I ended it with Ax. They respect my boundaries.

      ‘Ax called after the fight. Said it could have turned serious,’ he said.

      ‘It couldn’t. They were thugs. Peyton briefed me.’

      ‘Tell me about Warrior Women.’ He leaned back in his chair.

      ‘It’s a charity that helps refugee women resettle. Princess Leiyani chairs it. I say chair, and she is the chairperson, but she funds it entirely.’

      ‘Ax said she’s Jordanian royalty?’

      ‘Naam. I know her. I know her mother.’ She waved her hand to indicate the Middle Eastern royalty networks that she was connected to. ‘Let’s just say Princess Leiyani has lots of money.’

      ‘Spoiled rich kid?’

      ‘Rich kid but not spoiled. She’s surprisingly balanced. She founded Warrior Women a few years ago. They sponsor women from conflict zones, bring them here, legally, and help them start over.’

      ‘And one went missing.’

      ‘Huda al-Masri.’ Reem sipped her brew. ‘She’s Syrian. Or was⁠—’

      ‘Yeah, we don’t know for sure.’

      ‘She arrived six months ago. The charity says she was relocated from her initial Brooklyn apartment but stopped checking in two months ago. You found she was dead?’

      ‘Listed as deceased in the system, but someone’s still using her MetroCard.’ Kael’s fingers flew across the keyboard. ‘Come look at this.’

      Reem moved behind him. ‘What am I looking at?’ she asked at the neatly drawn timeline on his screen.

      ‘I pulled everything I could find on Huda. Official death record shows a gas leak in her Brooklyn apartment. Six others were injured. No one else was killed.’

      ‘Any news coverage?’

      ‘None.’ Kael clicked another window. ‘No NYPD report either. No Medical Examiner records. Just a system entry in the official records for a death certificate which doesn’t seem to have been issued.’

      ‘How’s that possible?’

      ‘There’s more.’ Kael highlighted a timeline. ‘Her ID was scanned at Brooklyn Community Health Clinic three weeks after her death. Then her MTA pass used at Grand Street Station four days ago.’

      He pulled up property records. ‘The building where she supposedly died? Owned by Meridian Holdings LLC. It’s a shell company registered in Delaware. Traces back through three more shells to Global Vision Partners.’

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘A major donor to Warrior Women.’

      Reem’s jaw dropped. ‘The charity does not need or take donations. Leiyani covers its entire operations!’

      ‘GVP, Global Vision Partners, whoever the heck they are, could be laundering money through the charity.’

      ‘They aren’t doing a good job, are they? If you could find this in a few hours, so could anyone!’

      Kael shrugged. ‘They didn’t expect anyone to look closely.’

      ‘Why pick on Warrior Women?’ Reem walked to the windows. Greenwich Village spread out before her. Hundreds of thousands of people with their lives and secrets. ‘What about Huda? Did she die? Was she killed? Did she disappear?’

      ‘Maybe it’s not just her. I need more time to dig.’

      The door buzzer interrupted them.

      Kael checked his monitor. ‘Your royal friend is here.’

      ‘What?’ Reem frowned. ‘I told her to stay in the hotel. How did she⁠—’

      ‘Royalty.’ Kael smirked. ‘Not big on following orders.’

      Reem spoke into the intercom. ‘Sayyidati, what are you doing here?’

      ‘I need to see you,’ Leiyani replied. ‘I found something important. Your driver gave me the address.’

      Reem cursed beneath her breath and nodded at Kael, who buzzed the princess in.

      Leiyani entered moments later in her designer dress and handbag.

      She took in the office, running her fingers over the leather of the couch. ‘Reem, who designed your office? This is so good.’

      ‘This is Kael Stryker’s office,’ Reem said flatly. ‘Kael Stryker, this is Her Highness Princess Leiyani al-Fayez.’

      Kael stood. ‘Your Highness. My girlfriend designed the office.’

      ‘She has good taste.’

      He puffed his chest. ‘She has.’

      The princess laughed and then she snapped her fingers. ‘I saw the board outside the building. You are Ax’s partner?’

      He bowed.

      ‘Do all American private detectives look like you two?’

      Kael’s grin widened. ‘New York’s toughest PIs, ma’am, but also easy on the eyes. Ready to serve.’

      Reem rolled her eyes. ‘Ignore him. What brings you here, sayyidati? I told you to stay in the hotel. Do you know how dangerous it is to go out alone?’

      Leiyani made a pshaw sound. ‘Ahmed was with me all the time. He was outside the door. I told him if he didn’t take me to where you were, I would create a scene.’

      She pulled a tablet from her bag. ‘I found additional information. Huda’s emails. I remembered I had them and thought they might help.’

      ‘You didn’t mention these before.’

      ‘I wasn’t sure they were important but after what you found out ...’

      Reem scrolled through them. The first two were routine, thanking Leiyani for her sponsorship, describing her new life in Brooklyn, her job at a convenience store.

      The third was different. Sent the day before she supposedly died.

      Sayyidati,

      They moved us early. Some girls didn’t go. They vanished. I don’t know who else to trust.

      Huda.

      ‘Who is they?’ Reem looked up. ‘The charity?’

      ‘I assumed so.’ Leiyani’s brow furrowed. ‘But the charity wouldn’t have moved her without my approval. I’m the chairperson.’

      ‘And the other women she mentions?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘Would you mind if I trace where this was sent from?’ Kael asked, taking the tablet.

      ‘Please,’ Leiyani said.

      Kael examined it. ‘IP address is masked. But I might be able to extract metadata.’

      ‘Could you try?’ Reem asked.

      Ax walked into the office quietly.

      ‘Your Highness,’ he greeted the princess and nodded at the Saudi.

      Reem sized him up.

      With his bronzed skin, black eyes, slicked black hair, and strong features, Axton Hawke had presence. He had changed into a dark shirt, its sleeves rolled back to his elbows. The shirt was tucked into his jeans with a snug leather belt around his waist.

      Reem was one of the very few who knew his backstory.

      Ax was born to a mother from the Comanche Nation in Oklahoma and a white man, in Lawton. The father deserted his mom before his birth and his mother died during childbirth.

      He went into the foster-care system with a clerical error. His mother was recorded as Hispanic in the system.

      It was when he joined the army that he traced his roots and embraced his Native American ancestry.

      Reem ignored the fluttering in her chest when Ax went around his desk, occupied his chair and turned to face them. Must be the coffee.

      Liar, Snarky said.

      Leiyani clapped sharply. ‘Will you all stop with the Your Highness and sayyidati thing?’

      ‘Yes, Leiyani.’ Kael grinned.

      ‘Yes, ma’am,’ Ax said.

      ‘No, sayyidati,’ Reem said.

      The princess sighed. ‘Ax, I found some emails from Huda and came to show Reem.’

      ‘Shall I check out these emails?’ Kael asked.

      ‘Yes.’ Leiyani handed him the tablet.

      Reem briefed the princess while Kael worked.

      Leiyani looked shocked when she finished. ‘Money laundering?’

      ‘We don’t know, sayyidati. We’ll have to investigate some more.’

      ‘It could be accounting errors as well,’ Ax said.

      ‘Yes, that too,’ Reem agreed.

      Thanks, she lipped at Ax, who nodded. There was no point in panicking the princess.

      Kael and Ax know if the authorities find out Warrior Women is a front for illegal activity … this will blow up. There will be a diplomatic stink. Leiyani could face prison.

      ‘All my work…’ Leiyani trailed off helplessly.

      ‘The charity is doing good work, sayyidati,’ Reem said strongly. ‘But you’re not there to oversee it day-to-day. You visit what, two or three times a year?’

      ‘Four times. But I trust my executive team. They’ve been with me since the beginning.’

      Reem looked at Kael. He caught her glance, nodded almost imperceptibly.

      He’ll dig into the executive team.

      The PI looked up after a while. ‘I got into Medi-Secure’s database⁠—’

      ‘They handle health screenings for us, when we accept women,’ Leiyani clarified.

      ‘Yes,’ Kael said. ‘I ran a pattern match on women listed as relocated followed by deceased within three to four months.’

      He spun the tablet toward them. ‘Three more names besides Huda. Fatima Naderi from Afghanistan. Aamina Wasem from Pakistan. Maryam Khaliqi from Iraq. All within the last eight months. All officially died in accidents. Gas leak. Building collapse. Kitchen fire.’

      ‘Death certificates?’ Reem asked.

      ‘None found in the system. But here’s where it gets interesting. Fatima and Aamina both had transit activity after their supposed deaths. Just like Huda.’

      ‘And Maryam?’

      ‘No transit, but...’ Kael pulled up another window. ‘She received a funds transfer two weeks after her death. Five thousand euros. Source account traces to Milan, Italy.’

      ‘You could find all this from the princess’s emails?’

      ‘I did some hacking as well. We have access to an AI software that’s plugged into multiple federal, state and international databases. It’s powerful.’

      Leiyani sank into a chair. ‘This is impossible. I don’t understand.’

      ‘Could we be wrong?’ Reem asked sharply. ‘Could this be human trafficking instead of money laundering?’

      ‘Moving them where, from here?’ Kael asked.

      ‘Europe, Middle East, anywhere.’

      ‘But why fake their deaths?’ Leiyani asked. ‘Why not just list them as relocated?’

      ‘To hide the trail.’ Reem crossed her arms. ‘If they’re supposedly dead, no one looks for them.’

      Ax opened a drawer in his desk, pulled out a bundle of blue yarn and a crochet hook and began working the yarn.

      Reem took in Leiyani’s surprised expression and suppressed a laugh. Other men with his background go hunting, own boats, compete in boxing tournaments. Ax? He crochets.

      ‘You ... crochet?’ Leiyani asked, astonished.

      ‘Yes,’ Ax said without looking up.

      ‘He’s good at it, too. He’s won awards,’ Kael said absently, still focused on the screen. ‘That’s four dead women. No bodies. No reports.’

      Leiyani looked between them. ‘What do we do?’

      ‘We go to Peyton and Gina,’ Reem said firmly. ‘Sayyidati, you need to get ahead of this. There will be complications if the police or the FBI find you have been hiding this.’

      ‘I will.’ The princess nodded rapidly. ‘Will they help?’

      ‘They or someone they know will start investigating.’

      ‘I will cancel all my plans. I am not leaving New York until this is cleared up. My family cannot get associated with whatever’s happening in my charity.’

      She stood up. ‘Kael, Ax, thank you for your help. Without you and Reem, I don’t know what I would have done.’ She rubbed the bridge of her nose.

      Ax held up the yarn. ‘Learn this. It will reduce your stress.’

      That drew a laugh out of her. She went over and kissed his cheek.

      Reem spoke softly to Kael while Leiyani bent over Ax’s design. ‘Would you be able to pull security footage of Huda at the subway stations?’

      ‘I can try,’ he said.

      ‘Bill me whatever rate you charge.’

      ‘I won’t.’

      ‘Kael,’ she said heatedly. ‘Leiyani is very wealthy⁠—’

      ‘We are not doing this for her. This is for you. You are our family.’

      ‘You’ll make me cry.’

      ‘Reem al-Farhan does not cry.’

      She smiled and squeezed his forearm. ‘Something tells me you and Ax aren’t going to drop this even if I ask you to.’

      ‘We aren’t.’

      ‘What about your other clients?’

      ‘We’re in between cases and even if we were busy, we would investigate.’

      ‘Olivia is lucky to have you.’

      ‘Please tell her that. Many times.’

      Reem laughed.

      Leiyani looked up. ‘We’re leaving?’

      ‘Yes, sayyidati. And this time you’re going to stay in your hotel until I come pick you up to go wherever you want to.’

      Reem was conscious of Leiyani’s eyes on her in the elevator.

      ‘I have figured it out,’ the princess said. ‘You and Ax were dating and then it ended.’

      ‘It’s complicated.’

      Leiyani pumped her fist. ‘I knew it! You still have feelings for each other. It shows in your body language.’

      ‘Focus, sayyidati. I need you to recall anything Huda might have said that seemed odd. Any details about other women in the program. Anything at all.’

      The princess nodded. ‘I’ll try. When are we meeting your FBI friends?’

      ‘Soon. I’ll arrange it.’

      ‘Should I fire my executive team? Should I stop the charity’s work?’

      ‘Do nothing. Let the work continue. Warrior Women is a good charity.’

      ‘Take us to the Mandarin, Ahmed.’ Reem slid into the front seat when they reached the BMW.

      ‘Naam.’ He pulled smoothly into traffic.

      Four women. No bodies. What the heck is going on? Reem closed her eyes.
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      Reem and Leiyani met Quindica and Difiore at the FBI’s New York field office on Federal Plaza, just two blocks from City Hall.

      Twenty-third floor, in a room that the SACs had reserved for confidential meetings.

      ‘What’s up?’ Difiore drawled, looking them over. ‘You both look like you’re heading to a royal press conference.’

      Reem glanced at Leiyani, who wore a tailored Chanel dress with a subtle pattern. ‘Thank you for meeting us on such short notice.’

      She was deliberately formal, indicating that it wasn’t a routine call.

      ‘You were mysterious when you asked for the meeting,’ Quindica said. ‘Coffee?’

      Reem shook her head. Kael has spoiled me with his Jamaican Blue Mountain.

      ‘Sayyidati, would you like to explain or shall I?’ She glanced at Leiyani.

      ‘Please,’ the princess said.

      Reem didn’t sugarcoat it. ‘Warrior Women, the charity chaired by Princess Leiyani, has a problem. Women are going missing.’

      The FBI SACs traded glances and sat alert. No more humor in their faces.

      Reem laid it out for them. ‘We have four women, supposedly dead, with activity after their reported deaths,’ she concluded. ‘And financial connections that don’t align with the charity’s stated structure.’

      ‘Trafficking?’ Quindica asked.

      ‘We don’t know,’ Reem said flatly.

      Leiyani leaned forward. ‘I had no knowledge of any of this. I fund Warrior Women entirely from my personal accounts. There is no need for other donors or shell companies.’

      ‘Yet Global Vision Partners appears to be involved,’ Quindica
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