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      Niko Andros became a criminal to protect his family.

      He served his years in prison and now he’s earning redemption one mission at a time with a secret military strike force.

      When an old enemy resurfaces, his aunt is caught in the crossfire and he’ll do anything to save her.

      Even betray the brash, young female agent he’s teamed up with.

      Will saving his aunt cost him the woman he’s come to love?
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        to see Vengeance published.

        I miss you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, Late Afternoon

        Surgical Strike Unit Training Compound

        Oregon

      

      

      Jenna Paterson had five minutes to rescue the hostage.

      She nodded and her partner rammed open the door. With steady hands, Jenna pulled the pin on a flash grenade and lobbed it into the room. She quickly turned her head away, closing her eyes to protect her vision against the brilliant explosion. Then waited for her team leader to give the signal to enter. Thankfully, the shock of the grenade had startled the hostage inside into silence. Jenna had been afraid that one more minute of listening to the woman’s terrified screams would throw her back to the night two years ago when she’d been attacked.

      Don’t remember, she warned herself. It’s not the same. You’re not the victim this time. Your job is to save this poor woman from further abuse at the hands of the terrorists.

      Yet her body wasn’t buying it. Her stomach tightened in dread and her mouth was as dry as the paint on a da Vinci. She pressed her back tightly against the cheap plasterboard wall of the hallway. Inhaled the scent of the grenade’s fumes and underneath that, the nauseating mixture of fresh paint and fresh blood. She tightened her grip on her rifle and hoped the team leader would give the go-ahead before her nerves got the better of her.

      Stick to the plan, the voice inside her head chanted. These are not the men who attacked you. That’s not Kai in there.

      Jenna clenched her teeth. She was better now. She was. She hadn’t frozen during action since the last time they’d rescued a female prisoner in the middle of being raped.

      “Go!” The voice of her team leader came clearly over the headset. At a nod from her partner, Jenna drew in a deep breath and counted to five. He went through the door first, high and to the left followed by Jenna rolling low and to the right.

      The next minutes were a surrealistic blur. Muzzle flashes turned the lingering smoke from the grenade into a multicolored cloud. The hostage cried out in fear, not realizing she was being rescued. The terrorists grunted in pain, writhing in grotesque death dances as the bullets from Jenna’s teammates found their targets.

      Then, suddenly, silence. Jenna lay on her stomach, panting, her heart racing as she searched for another target. But the room was still.

      Three short bursts from a whistle signaled the end of the exercise. The house lights came up and the experienced Surgical Strike Unit operators who’d been playing the terrorists rose to their feet, laser tagged vests glowing where they’d been “hit” by her team’s fire.

      One of the terrorists pulled off his baseball cap, revealing sweat-stained blond hair. For a second he looked so much like Kai that Jenna turned her weapon toward him before reality returned. Reeling from the close call, she quickly lowered her weapon.

      Thank God the man hadn’t noticed her targeting him. She never would have lived that one down. As she pushed hastily to her feet she snuck a glance at the rest of the room to make sure no one else had seen. And met the fierce chocolate eyes of Niko Andros.

      Her heart stuttered. Didn’t that figure? The one person who’d observed her slip was today’s guest trainer, the man her classmates spoke about in awed whispers. The man who, with the predatory stillness of his body and the wary intelligence in his eyes, reminded Jenna of a falcon.

      Jenna did her best to act casual, like nothing had happened, but Niko glanced from her weapon to the guy she’d almost shot and raised one eyebrow. Damn. She shrugged and forced a slight smile, hoping Niko would chalk her edginess up to adrenaline.

      After holding her gaze for an uncomfortable moment, Niko’s expression shifted from questioning to a banked heat that caused an alarming frisson of sexual awareness to shoot through her. Feeling her cheeks flush, she quickly turned away.

      Her stomach churned with nausea. She couldn’t handle this. Not now. Yes, she’d worked hard since the rape to get over her fear of being the object of a man’s sexual interest. She couldn’t train with guys and not expect to receive a few suggestive looks or comments. But until today she’d never felt anything but revulsion in response to a man’s attention.

      The doctors would say that her appreciation of Niko as a male was a positive step. Yet even as a brief image of her running her fingers through his short dark hair flashed in her mind, panic began a familiar beat in her veins.

      She had to get out of here. Had to⁠—

      “Hey, you okay?” her partner Elliot asked. She nodded, unable to meet his eyes. Afraid he’d see her fear. Hoping he hadn’t seen the look Niko had given her. What could she say? “I’m scared to death because for the first time in two years I’m actually feeling attraction toward a man, but all I can remember when I think of sex is pain and blood?” Yeah, that would go over well.

      Thankfully, Elliot didn’t push for a better answer. Ignoring her trembling legs, Jenna followed him and the rest of her teammates outside where their trainers waited to review the afternoon’s exercise. One of a handful of privately run special operations groups that had sprung up in recent years, the Surgical Strike Unit, or SSU, had one of the best reputations for skilled operators in the world. Which meant their trainers accepted nothing but success.

      The “terrorists” and the “hostage” moved into place in the center of the assembly area, then the senior trainer read out the statistics. Jenna had killed every one of her targets. She nodded, relieved that her nerves hadn’t affected her performance and proud that she hadn’t even hesitated this time. Not like during the exercise a month ago, when seeing the victim pinned face down under her attacker had thrown Jenna back to the night she and her family had been attacked. Trapped in memories, she’d lost awareness of the action around her. When the exercise had finished and the trainers turned up the lights it took them five minutes to bring her attention back to the present.

      From his position in line with the other trainers, Niko mouthed “Good job” at her. Jenna managed a slight nod in response, then looked away before he sensed the panic his continued attention caused her.

      Taking slow, deep breaths, Jenna told herself Niko wasn’t a threat. Besides, she wouldn’t see him again after today. Rumor had it that he’d been pulled out of deep cover in Afghanistan when his joint mission with the DEA had been compromised, but that Niko was headed back to Afghanistan the day after tomorrow to set things right.

      So, all she had to do was avoid appearing too nervous for the rest of the afternoon, and she wouldn’t have to worry about his effect on her any more. Thankfully, no one else on the team threatened to break her reputation for being impervious to emotion. After two years of struggling to keep herself together so she wouldn’t be thrown out of the training program due to psychological instability, she couldn’t afford to have her suitability as an operator questioned now. Not with only four months until graduation.

      “Hey, Thompkins, you shot out my knee again, you moron,” one of the trainees jibed. “I’m your partner, not a damn terrorist, man.”

      Thompkins shot his roommate a one-fingered salute. “If you’d moved your lazy ass out of the way you wouldn’t have been shot.”

      The man next to Jenna snorted. “Right. That’s what? Excuse number five hundred and twelve? Face it, you’re never gonna be as good as Paterson, here. Beat by a girl.”

      “Yeah, she’s accurate. When she doesn’t freeze up and get herself killed,” Thompkins groused.

      There was an awkward pause as everyone’s eyes turned to Jenna. “It only happened once,” she muttered, feeling her cheeks heat at the unaccustomed attention. Her teammates didn’t usually include her in their banter. “I’m not the one who just shot his partner for the second time this week.”

      Thompkins blinked in surprise over her retort. Usually she kept her mouth shut.

      “Ha! Don’t mess with Jenna, boys. She’s got bite.” Tracy Wardynski, the only other female in their training class, bumped her shoulder companionably against Jenna’s.

      Jenna allowed the contact, although it hinted at a camaraderie she didn’t feel. The attack on her family had destroyed her ability to connect with others. Her heart was a cold, barren place with no room for anything but vengeance. Friendship was a risk she refused to take.

      Yet she had to quell an inexplicable urge to glance over at Niko.

      After the trainees and role-playing agents finished their reports, the senior trainer stepped to the center of the group, drawing everyone’s attention.

      “Well done, team,” the trainer said. Then he gave them a dangerous smile that had all of them groaning. “Gear up and head to these coordinates,” he barked, reading off longitude and latitude. “You have half an hour to get there. Starting…now!”

      Jenna typed the coordinates into her watch, then sprinted down the trail with the rest of the trainees.

      

      
        
        Three Months Later

      

      

      “Run it again,” head trainer Walter Grayson shouted to the exhausted group of trainees. “This time, Jacobs, don’t treat Paterson like a damn china doll. She comes at you, you knock her down like Williams or Jones.”

      From his position off to the side of the training field, Ryker, the director of the Surgical Strike Unit watched the group run through a mock ambush. But Ryker wasn’t here to evaluate the entire class. His eyes were only for Jenna Paterson. His chest tightened with pride as he watched her take an elbow to the gut, then counterattack with a series of blows that brought her opponent to his knees.

      She’d never be as strong as most of the men and women in the group, she was naturally too slight, but years of dance training gave her quickness and flexibility. The detail-oriented art historian’s eye she’d once used to recognize microscopic anomalies in a painting now gave her an advantage on the target range.

      Ryker smiled as Jenna dodged around an opponent and took him down from behind. When he’d arrived at the public hospital in Newark, Delaware two years ago, twenty-four-year-old Jenna had been in intensive care. Partially scalped, throat slashed, back broken, and bleeding internally from a brutal rape. The doctors hadn’t known if she’d survive. If she’d wanted to survive. If she did live, they’d doubted she’d ever walk again.

      Jenna had almost died. Hours after she’d woken up in the hospital and learned she was the only survivor, she’d pulled her medical tubes out, hoping to kill herself and join her family. She’d briefly flatlined before the staff brought her back.

      Ryker knew it was his fault. He hadn’t warned her father of the danger in time. Since then, he’d done everything in his power to make it up to her. The moment she’d been stable enough, he’d moved her here to the SSU’s medical and training facility. He’d spent hours by her bedside, urging her unconscious body to live. Telling her childhood stories of her father and of their time together in the military. He’d watched with admiration as she fought fiercely to overcome her injuries. Despite his misgivings, he’d honored her decision to apply to the SSU’s operator training program, hoping the training would empower her and help her work through the trauma of the attack.

      Yet even though Jenna was in the top ten percent of her class, Ryker wasn’t convinced this was the life for her. He had trouble reconciling the smiling, energetic young woman she’d been before the attack to the grim, focused woman moving through today’s exercise.

      He walked over to Grayson. “How’s she doing?”

      They both knew he wasn’t referring to Jenna’s physical ability. Nobody watching her fight would guess she’d spent two months in a wheelchair. Or that she’d once been a sunny art history graduate student who taught dance classes on the side.

      “Desensitization mostly worked,” Grayson grunted. The grizzled, African American, former Army Sergeant dismissed the training class from the field with a nod. “Just average newbie mistakes so far. No fear of being approached from behind or grabbed by the throat. Okay pinned to the ground. Knife work remains her weakest skill, but she sucks it up and gets the job done.” Grayson slanted a glance at Ryker. “Still think she’s a walking time bomb. A girl don’t survive what she did without getting good and mad. She’s so calm, the boys call her Lady Zen.” He shrugged.

      Ryker watched Jenna finish the exercise, satisfied with her physical skill and her teamwork. Yet he shared Grayson’s concern about her emotional state. Yes, the psychiatrists had cleared her for duty. They said there was no way to predict if Jenna would ever have a major emotional breakdown. She’d made it two years and only lost it a couple of times. She’d been solid for a good six months now.

      Still…Ryker shook his head. Graduation was in a few weeks, but he wasn’t ready to let Jenna go. Not even knowing that she’d initially be paired with an experienced agent on low-risk missions eased his mind.

      His mouth twisted wryly. Who was he kidding? He never wanted Jenna out on assignment. She was his surrogate daughter. Her father, Eric, had been his best friend since they were three. Ryker had promised to keep Eric’s children safe if anything happened to him. He’d failed Eric once. Eric, his wife, and their fourteen-year-old twins Isabel and Justin were dead. But Ryker could make good on his promise and keep Jenna safe.

      He turned to leave, then paused.

      “Tell Jenna I want her in my office in half an hour,” he said. Maybe he wasn’t ready to send her out into the world, but it had been a long time since they’d shared a meal. He’d see if he could convince her to have dinner with him so they could catch up.

      

      Short hair still damp from her quick shower after training, Jenna walked through the administration building toward Ryker’s office.

      “You have Paterson’s sister here,” an unfamiliar male voice said from behind Ryker’s partially opened door. “But you haven’t used her once to draw Paterson out of hiding. Let her come with me to Moscow. When Paterson learns his sister is alive, he’s guaranteed to show himself.”

      They’d found Kai! Jenna stopped, holding her breath as she waited for Ryker’s response.

      “No.”

      Ryker’s denial catapulted Jenna into molten rage. She slammed her palms flat against the heavy oak door and shoved it open. The door bounced against the wall with a satisfying smack as she stormed into the office.

      Ryker glanced at her with surprise, but didn’t show any guilt for the refusal she’d overheard. The tight hand of betrayal closed around her throat, and for a moment she couldn’t breathe. Then anger broke through, forcing air into her lungs.

      “You know where Kai is,” she snarled, flinging the words at Ryker. “But you weren’t going to tell me, were you?”

      “Who’s this?” Ryker’s guest demanded. Then he did a double-take, looking between Jenna and something on Ryker’s desk. “Wait. This is the sister?”

      Jenna narrowed her eyes and gave the man the once-over. He was tall, probably a few inches over six feet. His rich, oak brown suit fit so perfectly it had to be custom tailored. His arrogant expression made her think of a king deigning to visit his peons.

      Jenna was so not in the mood for dealing with an asshole. She took an aggressive step toward the stranger before Ryker cleared his throat and sanity returned. Turning her body slightly away from the man, but keeping him in her peripheral vision, she planted her feet and crossed her arms over her chest, then focused her attention on her boss.

      Ryker sighed and stood up. “Mark Tonelli, meet Jenna Paterson, Kai Paterson’s sister. Jenna, Tonelli is with the CIA. He just finished participating in one of our joint operations.”

      Jenna gave a brief smile in response to Tonelli’s raised eyebrow.

      “Tonelli, please give us a moment alone,” Ryker said.

      The man pursed his lips, but with a curt nod he turned and left, shutting the door behind him.

      “What’s going on?” she demanded. Then she noticed what Tonelli had seen on Ryker’s desk. A fax with Kai’s picture on it. She snatched the fax before Ryker could stop her, waving it toward him as her anger flared back up. “You found Kai and weren’t going to tell me? You promised to keep me in the loop!”

      “I promised I’d let you know when we found Kai.” Ryker nodded toward the fax in her hand. “One of our informants spotted Kai getting into a cab in Moscow this morning. However, I never promised to let you go after him.”

      Jenna flinched. “I…you…you…” She could barely think past her anger. “You know that’s the only reason I entered the training program. So I’d be ready to take down Kai!”

      Ryker raised his eyebrows. “Is that right? I don’t remember seeing revenge listed as a motive in your paperwork. The SSU doesn’t condone vigilante action, Jenna.”

      Dammit, how had he managed to twist the situation so that she appeared in the wrong? And why couldn’t she have kept her mouth shut? She’d assumed Ryker understood her unspoken need to be active in Kai’s capture when she asked to be kept aware if they found him. Putting it into words had been a mistake.

      Kai had always accused her of being too impetuous for her own good, but she’d thought that tendency had died the night of the attack.

      “Besides, you’re still in training,” Ryker continued. “You’re not experienced enough to participate in this mission. It’s too dangerous.”

      “But…” She struggled to come up with a legitimate reason he should include her. “Mr. Tonelli wants to use me as bait. How dangerous can that be?”

      Ryker tapped a manila folder with his index finger. For a heart-stopping moment she thought he was going to lie to her. Then he sighed and something almost like fear crossed his face.

      “Alvarez just got out of prison.”

      Jenna felt her jaw drop. “But⁠—”

      “I know.” Ryker drummed his fingertips on the desk blotter. “Alvarez managed to blackmail a judge into commuting his life sentence. There’s an ongoing investigation, and the judge is facing jail time, but what matters is that Alvarez is out and once again after Kai, and Nevsky’s microchip. You know how brutal and ruthless Alvarez is. Can you honestly tell me you’re ready to face potential capture and torture just to get back at Kai? We let everyone think you died in order to protect you, Jenna. You’re the only witness to what happened to your family. Once Alvarez discovers you’re alive, you’ll become a target.”

      Screams echoed in her head, making her dizzy. But she couldn’t let Ryker see her fear. She raised her chin. “I’m willing to take that risk.”

      Ryker’s eyes bored into hers. “Unfortunately, I’m not. I⁠—”

      The phone on his desk rang. Ryker glanced down to check the caller id and his lips tightened. Shooting her an indecipherable look, he picked up the receiver. “Ryker here…Yes, sir…That’s correct, sir. But…Yes, I understand. But I…No. No, sir. Good-bye.”

      Ryker hung up the phone and stared at his desk blotter, his jaw working as his fingers clenched and unclenched into fists.

      “It seems Tonelli has been busy telling tales while he waited for us to finish,” Ryker said without looking up. “I’ve just been given orders from one of our primary government funders to bring Kai back at any cost, including using you as bait. We need that microchip.”

      Jenna knew Kai wasn’t just wanted for the murder of her parents and the twins. The SSU had sent him undercover to investigate charges of suspicious deaths at a top-secret government lab tasked with creating extraordinary spies and soldiers. While there, Kai had been approached by Alvarez to steal a microchip containing the backup of the project data. Before Kai could hand over the chip to Alvarez, the lab caught fire, killing the lead scientist, Dr. Nevsky. The security tape showed Kai fleeing the scene.

      Not only was Kai a suspect in Dr. Nevsky’s death, but it was assumed her brother was in possession of the microchip at the time of the fire. Jenna didn’t care about the microchip. She just wanted Kai dead for what he’d done to their family.

      Ryker raised his head and Jenna winced at the conflict she saw there. “If I let you accompany Tonelli, you have to promise you won’t go after Alvarez.”

      Jenna nodded, heart racing with excitement. “I promise.” Mexican crime lord Jaime Alvarez had sent the assassins who’d worked with Kai to kill her family. She didn’t know how Alvarez had turned Kai against his family so thoroughly that he’d participated in their deaths, but Alvarez was next on her kill list after Kai. Right now, though, it was no great sacrifice to give her word. She knew Alvarez’s vicious reputation and understood she wasn’t ready to tackle him just yet.

      “Thank you,” Ryker said. “And please…be extra careful in Moscow. It’s not just Alvarez’s men who are the threat. Kai also poses a danger. You’re the only witness to his presence in your house the night of the attack. By now he has to know there’s a warrant out for his arrest. Be prepared for him to attack you.”

      Ryker straightened a few of the papers on his desk. “If anything happens to you, I’ll never forgive myself. I failed you and your family once. I can’t fail again.”

      The muscles in Jenna’s throat ached with the effort not to cry. Sometimes she forgot that Ryker blamed himself for what happened that night.

      It wasn’t his fault he hadn’t warned her family in time. While trying to recover an accidentally deleted voicemail, Ryker had discovered a deleted, unheard message that Alvarez planned an attack on Jenna’s family. He’d immediately called her dad, but by then it had been too late.

      Still…sometimes she did blame Ryker. If only he’d never lured Kai away from the CIA in the first place, maybe her brother would never have been involved with Alvarez.

      And her family would still be alive.

      Jenna fought the urge to squirm. It didn’t sit well, keeping secrets from Ryker. He was the closest thing to family she had left. But her loyalty was now, and always would be, to the memories of her parents and the twins. Ryker might have guessed she wanted revenge against Kai, but he’d never let her go to Moscow if he knew she wanted Kai dead.

      Ryker gestured for Jenna to sit, then pushed a button on his intercom and instructed his assistant to let Tonelli back in. The man settled himself gingerly on the empty chair, then adjusted the crease in his trousers.

      Jenna wanted to roll her eyes. This was an agent? Of what? Fastidiousness? He reminded her of one of her former college professors, a man who’d worn a perfectly pressed three piece suit every day to class and was so obsessed with order, he’d arranged the blackboard chalk by size and thickness.

      “Okay, Tonelli, your little power play worked. You’ve forced my hand. But be clear. This is the SSU’s mission. Not the CIA’s.”

      Even though he’d played into her hands, Jenna wanted to wipe the satisfied smirk off Tonelli’s face.

      “Jenna,” Ryker continued, “Tonelli is fluent in Russian. He spent most of his childhood in Moscow.” For the next several minutes they discussed logistics and formulated a plan.

      “The girl has to follow my orders,” Tonelli insisted. “And stay out of my way once Paterson surfaces.”

      Jenna opened her mouth to comment, but a sharp look from Ryker had her pressing her lips together instead.

      “If you convince Paterson to turn himself in and give up the microchip,” Ryker reminded them, “our extraction team will be on standby to bring Paterson back safely and take possession of the chip.”

      “Sir, the CIA is perfectly capable—” Tonelli began.

      “No. We’ve been over this, Tonelli. You’re serving strictly as a consultant. This is the SSU’s project. Once you find Paterson, he’s ours. Not the CIA’s. We were tasked by both the Department of Defense and the CIA to investigate Nevsky’s lab. The retrieval of the microchip is part of that assignment. And we will turn Paterson over to law enforcement once he’s been safely debriefed.” Then Ryker added, “Jenna, I’ll clear this trip with your trainers. We’ll work out how to get you caught up in time for graduation after you’ve completed your mission.”

      “Thank you.”

      Jenna was aware of Tonelli’s barely concealed anger as they wrapped up their discussion. The second Ryker dismissed them, Tonelli stalked from the room.

      Jenna thought about letting him go, but since they were going to be working closely together over the next several days, she wanted to clear the air. So she followed Tonelli out of the building and onto one of the compound’s many stone-lined paths.

      He slowed his steps as he reached a fork in the path, tilting his head as if trying to decide which direction to take—left to the picnic area and cottages beyond, or right to the medical offices. There was no doubt in her mind he was putting on a show. She wasn’t making any effort to hide.

      Ah, to hell with it. She sprinted past him then turned so quickly that he’d knock her down if he didn’t stop.

      He raised his eyebrow. “Excuse me, but you’re in my way.”

      No kidding. That was the freaking point. Mentally rolling her eyes, she said, “Yes, I know.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re the one who asked Ryker to let me accompany you to Moscow. So what’s with the attitude?”

      He looked her over, then let his lip curl.

      Please. If he thought she’d wither under his disdain, he was way off base. The only thing she cared about was being the one who found Kai.

      When he didn’t answer, she tapped her foot in an exaggerated show of impatience. “Well?”

      His jaw tightened. For a moment Jenna thought he was going to ignore her and push right on past. But then he indicated with a nod she should accompany him to the left and into the picnic area. Not checking to see if she obeyed, he chose a table far enough away from the path that no one would be able to overhear him.

      With a quick swipe of his handkerchief he cleared a spot on the top of the picnic table and sat down, resting his feet on the seat.

      Jenna halted a few feet away from him. Even sitting down, he towered over her five-foot-three frame. He stared at her, trying to intimidate her. But Jenna just regarded him steadily, waiting for his answer.

      Finally, Tonelli scowled. “I don’t care if you’re Paterson’s sister and Ryker’s pet. In my book, you’re useless except as bait. That means you do what I say, when I say it. And you stay out of my way.”

      “I’m not some helpless twit. I’ve been through the agent training program. I can⁠—”

      Tonelli held up his hand. “Little girl, don’t lie to me. You haven’t graduated yet.” He slapped his hand against a mosquito on his neck, then glanced at the bloody remains of the insect with disgust.

      “You’re out of your league with this assignment. Alvarez has a reputation for being ruthless and brutal.” Something not strong enough to be fear, but darker than wariness crossed Tonelli’s expression.

      She almost sympathized with him. She’d barely survived one attack by Alvarez’s men. Yet no matter how much the idea of being captured terrified her, she’d risk anything to get back at Kai.

      “As soon as Alvarez learns you’re alive, his men will be after you,” Tonelli continued. “And they won’t be gentle. I’m your only protection.”

      Jenna barely resisted rolling her eyes. Come on. Like he could protect her if Alvarez sent men after her? Tonelli looked like he’d be more at home in a boardroom than in a physical fight. Her mind flashed back to an image of Niko Andros. Tough. Capable. She bet Niko could hold his own against Alvarez’s ruthless thugs.

      Jenna scowled. Since when did she need a man’s help? She’d protect herself, thank you very much. Besides, she was only acting as bait. Not walking into a firefight.

      Tonelli stood up. “As long as you obey me and stay out of trouble, we’ll get along fine.” His eyes once again flicked disdainfully from her head to her feet. “Oh, and don’t bother to bring any of your own clothes. I’ll buy you new ones once we’re there so you…won’t look like such a fashion disaster.”

      Okay. Enough of his sideways insults. Her cargo pants and long-sleeved t-shirt were comfortable and practical. So what if combined with her slight frame and her white, pixie-short hair she looked like a boy? All that mattered was her ability to get the job done.

      When he took a step forward, she moved into him, hooked her foot around his leg, and flipped him onto his back. But a street fighter hid underneath Tonelli’s expensive suit. He had her down on the ground and nearly subdued in seconds. It took every trick from her training to evade him and get the upper hand. Finally, though, she straddled him as he lay on his back, his hands pinned underneath him and her combat knife pressed just deep enough into his skin to raise color without breaking the surface.

      “Don’t underestimate me,” she said quietly.

      “Okay, you’ve some training.” Tonelli’s tone made it clear he was only humoring her, so Jenna leaned a little harder on the knife. “Maybe you’re not completely helpless.”

      She nodded. But instead of standing up and giving him an opportunity to get back at her, she pressed her knife harder against his throat, then somersaulted over his shoulder, letting the knife scrape across his throat and cheek as she moved into a crouch.

      Faster than she expected, his hand shot out and grabbed her ankle, causing her to pitch into an ungraceful face down heap with her arm twisted at a painful angle to keep her knife away from her body. One quick kick with her other foot, though, and Tonelli’s grip loosened enough for her to wriggle free. She immediately leapt to her feet and dashed into the trees.

      Once she was far enough away, she checked behind her. No sign of Tonelli.

      She sighed. This was not the start of a promising partnership. But she’d work with the devil himself if it meant finding Kai.

      

      By the time Jenna got back to her small cabin, she was shaking and shivering with reaction. Despite all her training, knives still made her sick with fear. She was usually able to shove her fear aside and get the job done. But then, until tonight she’d never pulled her knife on anyone outside of training.

      She dropped her keys on the first try. She scooped them up, tightened her grip on them, and despite more fumbling managed on the second try to get the door unlocked and pushed open.

      She stumbled inside, shoved the door closed, and fell to her knees. A second later she was almost knocked over by a jumping, barking mass of overexcited fur. She opened her arms and let her golden retriever, Monroe, lick her face.

      “Hey, sweetie,” she said, tightening her arms for a hug that had Monroe sitting down and whining in distress. He nuzzled closer, sensing her mood.

      “Jenna did a bad thing, Monroe. I pulled a knife on someone who wasn’t threatening me.” Her voice cracked and she buried her face in Monroe’s silky fur. She understood the importance of a knife in close combat. There was nothing wrong with using a knife to protect yourself or your teammates. But just now with Tonelli hadn’t been about protecting anything but her ego. She’d been piqued and determined to get the upper hand. The next thing she knew, her knife was at his throat.

      It made her stomach churn.

      What kind of person had she become?

      She shuddered. Memories of the night of the attack danced around the edges of her consciousness, begging to be brought forward. But she refused to think about the cold prick of steel against her skin or the hot rush of blood over her face.

      Monroe gave a strangled bark, his sign that she was holding on too tight. “Sorry, sweetie.” Shoving the memories back in the dark where they belonged, Jenna let Monroe go.

      Her fingers instinctively reached for the braided leather around her wrist, all that remained of the leather necklace her younger sister, Isabel, had made for Jenna’s twenty-second birthday. The necklace had stopped the assassin’s knife from completely severing Jenna’s throat. It was the reason she was here alone, instead of joined with the rest of her family in death.

      She pushed slowly to her feet, suddenly exhausted. Then her eyes landed on the dust-covered wheelchair in the corner and her spine stiffened. Her chin went up.

      Who was she? Exactly the person she’d needed to be in order to survive.

      Cold. Hard. Ruthless. Efficient.

      What mattered was that she was strong enough to complete her mission. As long as she achieved vengeance for her parents and the twins, nothing else mattered.

      Feeling centered again, she strode toward the bathroom. She gulped a glass of water, cleaned off the dirt and grass from her tussle with Tonelli, then headed back to the front door.

      The instant her fingers touched Monroe’s leash, his whole body wriggled in anticipation. Watching his excitement, she froze. After years spent dreaming of finding Kai, she should be as eager as Monroe. Yet while she felt a low hum of anticipation at the idea of bringing Kai to justice, it was nowhere near the jittery, uncontainable fire of true excitement.

      Shaking her head at her lack of reaction, she clipped the leash to Monroe’s collar and headed toward the side of the compound that served as a private wildlife rehabilitation facility. Ryker and his medical team believed that full emotional and physical recovery depended on the patient being drawn into caring for others, whether human or animal. So, once the swelling in her back had gone down enough to make it safe for her to go places in her wheelchair, Jenna had been assigned to work at the wildlife rehabilitation center as part of her therapy. Now she went there whenever she felt the need for sanctuary.

      When they reached the center’s gate, Monroe sat down and whined in protest. She bent down and patted his head. “I know you hate being tied outside, sweetie. But you just can’t go around chasing the birds. I promise I won’t be long.” Just long enough to finish centering herself by working with her favorite red-tailed hawk. She’d also have to make arrangements with Mary, one of the permanent wildlife center staff, to take care of Monroe while she was gone.

      “We’ll go run in the woods after, okay?” she said, giving Monroe one last pat. Straightening, she headed for the gate. Then stopped mid-step, hit with the realization that if things went according to plan, she’d never return to the SSU. This would be the last walk she ever took with Monroe. Tears sprang to her eyes at the thought of never seeing him again.

      From the day Ryker brought her the young golden retriever just out of service dog training, Monroe had been her rock. Her only source of comfort through the endless nights when her dreams echoed with screams and Kai’s laughter.

      Monroe would never betray her. Unlike Kai.

      She hadn’t wanted to believe that Kai had turned against his family. But a knife with Kai’s fingerprints and Justin’s blood had been found in the neighbors’ doghouse. Yes, evidence could be planted. But during the attack she’d heard Kai’s voice issue the command to kill from the next room. Then, after her escape attempt had failed and she lay in a twisted, broken heap on the concrete walk in the backyard, unable to move, barely able to breath, she’d seen Kai exit the house. Briefly silhouetted by the inside lights, his hard, cold expression had terrified her. It was the face of a killer. Not her loving, supportive older brother. She’d opened her mouth to scream his name, but thanks to the cut across her throat all that came out was a faint gurgle. Even that effort had been too much for her and she’d passed out.

      Kai’s face, and his laughter, had starred in her nightmares ever since.

      And now, to achieve her vengeance, she’d have to give up Monroe. Her best friend.

      She swallowed heavily. No. She wouldn’t cry. This was about her parents and the twins. Not her. What she felt didn’t matter. Monroe would be happy with Mary.

      So she had to stop this feeling of loss. Right. Now.

      Giving up the idea of working with the birds of prey tonight, she untied Monroe’s leash and led him toward the woods. “C’mon, boy. I changed my mind. Let’s go chase squirrels.”

      He barked happily and surged ahead, nearly yanking her off her feet. She ran to keep up with him, remembering the time when the doctors thought she’d never run again. How bleak those days had been.

      The morning she’d wheeled herself underneath the rehabilitation center’s wooden arch had been the pivotal moment of her recovery. The birds of prey quickly became her spiritual guides. They’d shown her the way out of the confusing tangle of rage, grief and fear left by the attack. She fit in with them in a way she no longer could with humans. The birds didn’t look at her with pity. They didn’t look at her scars with revulsion or morbid fascination.

      The birds existed in a black and white world. Kill or be killed. If you weren’t the hunter, you were the prey. She’d never again be prey. She was the hunter now.

      And Kai was the prey.
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        Thursday, Early Morning

        Pasadena, California

      

      

      Niko Andros stared down at the newly-turned grave, tears clogging his throat. He hadn’t consciously decided to aim his morning run toward the cemetery, but now that he was here, he was glad to have a chance to say good-bye to Pop away from the curious eyes of his family.

      And even though he’d seen the open casket on display at the funeral home, there was a small part of Niko that still expected Pop to roll his wheelchair up to the grave and shout, “Just kidding!” He took a deep breath of early morning air and finally accepted the truth. This wasn’t one of his father’s infamous practical jokes. Pop really was gone.

      He still couldn’t believe his father had died of pneumonia, for Christ’s sake. He’d always thought Pop would die on the job. Go down under a bullet or a knife.

      Not be killed by a bacteria too tiny to see and too strong to fight.

      He bowed his head and was surprised to find a Greek prayer for the dead rolling off his tongue. Moisture blurred his vision, but today’s sky was clear, so he couldn’t blame it on rain.

      Finally, he raised his eyes and confronted the grave head-on.

      “You were a hell of a guy, Pop,” Niko said in Greek. “The DEA was lucky to have you as an agent and I’m damn proud to be your son. Wherever you are, I hope you understand that. I hope you’re having a hell of a party. I’m sorry I didn’t make it back in time to say good-bye.”

      Niko had been feverish, recovering from a bullet wound to the thigh while waiting for transport out of a remote Afghani village when Rafe, his younger brother and fellow SSU agent, had shown up and given him the news that Pop was critically ill. Rafe hadn’t found Niko in time, though. Pop had died before their plane reached the States.

      “I love you, Pop,” he said softly.

      Jesus, it was a good thing he was alone. His fellow SSU agents would bust a gut laughing if they caught him talking to a grave. Yet oddly, as the sun broke through the high-flying clouds and warmed his hair, he felt a degree of peace creep into him.

      “Thanks, Pop.” Niko gave a two-finger salute to the sky, then wiped the last of his tears away and turned to go.

      He’d only gone a few steps when a black stretch limo with tinted windows pulled alongside him. The hairs on the back of his neck bristled and his hand went automatically to the pistol under his left arm.

      His sixth sense knew who was in the car even before the window rolled down to reveal Jaime Alvarez’s broad, gloating face. A familiar mix of shame, helplessness, and frustration surged through Niko. But then his brain kicked in, reminding him that he wasn’t undercover any more. He’d never again have to stomp down his conscience as he followed Alvarez’s orders.

      “So, Niko, finally your father is dead,” the crime lord said in Spanish. The corner of Alvarez’s mouth deepened in a satisfied smile, but his eyes spoke of retribution. He’d ordered Leander Andros killed when Niko was thirteen, but the shooter’s aim had been off and his dad had ended up paralyzed instead.

      “Now who will protect your mother?” Alvarez said silkily.

      Niko’s skin flashed hot with fury. “Step out of the limo and we’ll find out, pendejo.”

      Alvarez shook his head. “Ah, hijo, how you wound me with your disrespect.”

      “I’m not your fucking son.” He wanted to reach through the window and wipe the smug smile off Alvarez’s face. His father had been a strong, honorable man who’d never stopped loving Niko, even when his son had been little better than the brutal, ruthless men he worked to bring down.

      The crime lord’s eyes glittered with malice. “I loved you like a son. You should have been my successor. My ultimate revenge against your family. Instead, you betrayed me.” His nostrils flared and a vein ticked under his eye. “You, who spent time in prison, who knows what it is like to be locked in a cage like an animal⁠—”

      For the first time since he’d known Alvarez, Niko let all his hatred for the man show. He sent the man a cold smile. “It’s precisely knowing where you were headed that kept me going all those years. Did you really think I’d come to respect you? To enjoy the life you led?”

      “I gave you power. Money. Trust. In return, you dared—” Alvarez’s voice cracked. “You dared to turn me in to the authorities. For those ten years I spent behind bars, you will watch your family die.”

      Alvarez paused.

      “You should have killed me when you had the chance.” Alvarez’s lips turned up in a chilling mockery of a smile. “I will enjoy watching you suffer. You remember how skilled I am at making death come slowly and with great pain, don’t you, hijo?”

      Niko kept his face impassive, though his instincts urged him to attack. Alvarez didn’t make idle threats. Niko had hired guards for his family after the crime lord’s release from prison, but he still felt a twist of fear in his gut at the implied danger.

      Yet he knew better than to betray his fear by so much as a twitch of his eye. Instead, Niko crossed his arms over his chest and assumed a bored expression. “Yeah, well, your power is highly overrated, old man. You’re not top dog any more. Go back to Mexico and dream of the good old days.”

      Alvarez reached up and briefly fingered the jagged remains of his left earlobe, a sign he wasn’t feeling as confident as he appeared. Yet his next words gave none of his insecurity away.

      “You won’t be so disrespectful once you watch this DVD.” Alvarez threw a slim box onto the grass at Niko’s feet. “Sleep well, tonight, hijo…I will.” The window slid up with a hiss and the limo moved away.

      Niko let out the first full breath he’d taken since the limo pulled up. He’d been lying about Alvarez’s decreased status. Since his imprisonment ten years ago, Alvarez had slowly regained much of his power even from within one of the United States’ most secure prisons.

      Until finally he’d been strong enough to blackmail a judge into reversing his sentence of life without parole. The judge had been arrested and the state attorney general was working on getting the sentence reinstated so they could put Alvarez back behind bars, but the damage was done.

      Niko bent to retrieve the DVD, dread burning in his gut like three-day-old coffee. For Alvarez to gloat like he did, the contents were going to be bad.

      Niko shoved the DVD in the pocket of his windbreaker. As he ran back toward his mother’s house, the partially healed wound in his leg throbbed. But he was used to ignoring physical pain. What he needed to do now was pick up a double helping of Greek pastries to keep his mother and sister distracted. Because much as he hated jumping at Alvarez’s command, instinct told him to view the DVD. Now.

      Before the crime lord’s latest evil got any worse.

      

      Forty-five minutes later Niko was safely locked inside his room while his sister Maria fussed in the kitchen preparing a breakfast tray for their mother. He pulled out his laptop and set it on the battered walnut desk he’d used as a kid. While he waited for it to boot up, he traced a set of grooves he’d carved into the wood to relieve the boredom of studying for his eighth grade biology midterm.

      He shook his head. He’d never been a big fan of school, preferring movement over sitting still. These walls used to be covered with action photos. Sports stars. Rock stars. Cops.

      As he hunted through his laptop case for his headphones, he wondered what his mother had done with the posters. Their absence was the only significant change since he’d left home. The walnut dresser, desk and bed frame were the same. Navy blue curtains still matched the quilted bedspread.

      Out in the hallway, his mother’s slow footsteps headed toward the kitchen. Niko’s heart clenched, thinking about her lying alone in bed this morning, missing her husband and knowing that her sons would soon return to the dangerous work they thrived on.

      He wished he could be different. Be the type of man who could do the domestic thing and be content to hang around the house, mowing the lawn and taking out the trash.

      But a week of that would drive him crazy.

      Right. Like dealing with Alvarez is any better?

      Yeah, in some sick way it was. At least fighting Alvarez made him feel alive.

      The headphones had fallen down to the bottom of his laptop case. He fished them out, plugged them in, and popped the DVD into the laptop’s drive.

      A woman’s naked torso filled the screen. Open cuts made grotesque roadways across skin purpled with fresh bruises. Even before the camera panned out, Niko sucked in a breath, choking on denial. His finger pushed the pause button.

      Aunt Madalena.

      The woman his family thought was dead.

      How the fuck had Alvarez gotten to her? Niko had set her up in a cozy little cottage in the south of Spain, guarded by a team of highly competent men.

      Shit.

      Niko tunneled his fingers through his short hair, turned away from the screen, and paced across the room. He’d promised Aunt Madalena she’d be safe, God dammit. She’d made one innocent mistake more than a decade ago and ended up trapped as Alvarez’s mistress.

      After Alvarez had been sent to prison, she’d been too ashamed to return home, considering herself a tainted, ruined woman, no matter what Niko said to the contrary. She didn’t want her family’s pity. Or their censure. When she’d begged Niko to tell everyone she’d died, he’d reluctantly agreed and helped her establish a new life.

      Her guards had better be fucking dead, or they’d wish they were when he got done with them.

      He spun around and resumed watching the video.

      On the monitor, Alvarez stepped into view holding a whip. “You remember what I used to do to the lovely Madalena when you misbehaved, Nikolos?”

      The bitter taste of bile hit the back of Niko’s throat.

      Hell yeah, he remembered. Beatings. Sexual torture. Alvarez had used threat of punishment to Madalena as one of the ways to keep Niko in line, and vice versa.

      Niko rubbed the scar on his right biceps. He’d tried several times to help his aunt escape, with no success until the raid that sent Alvarez to jail. And now he’d failed her again.

      He forced back a stinging wave of guilt and returned his attention to the screen.

      Alvarez lowered his arm. The whip cut deeply into the skin of his aunt’s back. At her cry of pain, Niko took an involuntary step toward the laptop, shaking with the need to protect her.

      “I have an offer for you, Nikolos.” The crime lord’s voice was thick with sexual pleasure.

      “Yeah, I just bet you do,” Niko muttered.

      “My men have searched for almost two years, without success, for Kai Paterson. If you locate him before they do, and bring me both him and the microchip he stole from Dr. Nevsky’s lab, then I will release your aunt.”

      Shit. His sources had been right. Alvarez was after the chip again.

      The chip containing Nevsky’s notes on his work toward creating extraordinary spies and soldiers.

      Niko didn’t know all the details of Nevsky’s work; much of it was scientific mumbo-jumbo. But what he did know was bad enough. Nevsky’s drugs, including new variations of steroids, supposedly increased muscle mass and endurance, reduced the need for sleep, and made the subject impervious to pain. Other rumored effects included increased speed, agility, and an enhanced ability for the subject’s mind to process data.

      Hypnosis combined with other drugs gave the scientists control over their subjects’ thoughts and actions, creating mindless killing machines who obeyed their handlers’ every command.

      A perfect complement to Alvarez’s own drug experiments. For decades, the crime lord had unsuccessfully looked for a formula that would give his men an advantage in his fight to take over the underworld of Latin America. With Nevsky’s data, his dream would come true.

      While undercover at the lab for the SSU, Paterson had been approached by Alvarez to steal the microchip containing the backup of the data. Shortly after, the lab burned down with Nevsky inside. Paterson had been caught on tape fleeing the scene and had disappeared. Everyone assumed Paterson had the chip, so he’d been hunted ever since.

      Shit.

      If Niko couldn’t find another way to free Aunt Madalena, he’d have to go along with Alvarez’s deal. Bring him Paterson and the chip.

      But the minute Aunt Madalena was safe, he’d go back and kill the bastard. And turn the chip over to the SSU.

      An ache in his fingers made Niko glance down. His fingers were clenched in a circle, as if he already had Alvarez’s neck between his hands.

      On the screen, Alvarez stroked the whip across Madalena’s breasts. “Every day that you fail to deliver Paterson and the chip is another day that I get to enjoy my lovely Madalena. The dreams I had in prison lacked a certain…satisfaction,” he purred. “I have ten years without her to make up for.” He rubbed the tip of the whip into one of the cuts on Madalena’s belly and Niko growled.

      “You know how well-protected are my houses. You know that my contacts extend deep within law enforcement. If you try to rescue her, she will be tortured to death. If one of my other men succeed before you, her death will be agonizing. I trust you will not fail me, hijo.”

      The camera zoomed in on the pain-filled eyes of his aunt. But even after what she’d endured, her pride and strength shone through. And her anger. Her eyes seemed to send Niko a message, but before he could decide what it was, the screen went black.

      Niko spun around, fury dyeing the edge of his vision red. The need to destroy something was so powerful, his entire body shook. But any loud noise would cause his mother to come running. Instead, he dropped to the floor and did rapid push-ups until he was dripping with sweat.

      Only then did his anger slip away, replaced by cold determination. This time he wasn’t going to fail his aunt. This time he was going to get her away from Alvarez.

      No matter what it took.

      Niko jumped to his feet and hit the shower. When he was done, he picked up his cell phone.

      “Niko, I’m glad you called,” Ryker said. “How’s your family holding up?”

      “Fine, sir.” Although the SSU was severely overstretched, Ryker hadn’t hesitated to give both Niko and Rafe as much time off as they needed for their father’s funeral. “I’ve confirmed that Alvarez is obsessed with finding the chip…and Paterson,” Niko said. “What’s the status on our search?”

      “Paterson was spotted in Moscow yesterday morning.”

      Niko sucked in a breath. This was too fucking perfect.

      “The CIA’s Russian expert, Mark Tonelli, just happened to be in my office when the fax with Paterson’s picture came through. Because we don’t have an agent with his contacts and fluency in Russian, I’m letting him head the hunt for Paterson.” Ryker paused. “I’m sending Jenna Paterson, Kai’s sister, along as bait. She’s been here at the compound since the attack.” He cleared his throat. “And she’s almost finished the training course. In fact, you worked with her on that hostage rescue training exercise. She’s the one codenamed Zen.”

      Niko remembered the girl with the spiky white hair and the amber eyes who’d grabbed his attention. Even now he felt an echoing punch of desire. Then he shook his head. Typical Ryker, letting an information bomb drop—one of the Patersons had survived the fatal attack—without elaborating or allowing room for comment.

      “I know you’re in mourning, but I’d like you to follow them. Intercept communications when Tonelli reaches out to the CIA.” Ryker paused. “We can’t let the CIA or any of the dozens of other interested governmental and criminal organizations get the chip.”

      Yeah, he remembered what a mess there’d been right after Paterson disappeared. Even en route to Afghanistan Niko had heard how the SSU had been tripping over competing interests.

      “I want the chip,” Ryker said. “But…”

      The uncharacteristic hesitation surprised Niko.

      Even through the phone, Niko could hear the rapid tempo of Ryker’s fingers drumming against his desk. “Jenna’s like a daughter to me,” Ryker finally admitted. “I hate using her as bait. We need Kai and the chip secure, but not at the expense of her life. I don’t know Kai’s role in the attack on her family, but I have to consider the possibility that he’s a threat to her. Keep her safe, Niko.”

      Niko’s mind churned. Until he found out exactly where Alvarez had Aunt Madalena, he’d go to Moscow. Search for the chip and Paterson. He didn’t mind using the man. After all, Paterson was wanted for murder. But to use his sister?

      If the crime lord got his hands on the lady…shit. She’d soon be praying for death.

      “I’m sending across Jenna’s file,” Ryker said. “Let me know if you have any questions. If you get into trouble in Moscow, call me. I have a few…friends…I can call in an emergency. But don’t trust anyone at the SSU but myself or your brother. I think we have a mole.”

      Niko smiled. Ryker was known as a miracle maker. With contacts just about everywhere in the world, he’d pulled more than one of his people out of situations where others would have written the operator off as dead. Ryker’s dedication to his employees was one of the main reasons Niko had left the DEA and joined the SSU. And why it chafed to lie to him.

      But Ryker would want Alvarez captured and returned to prison. That wasn’t good enough for Niko. It was time Niko’s family was freed from the monster who’d tormented them for years.

      And while he didn’t think Alvarez was behind the mole within the SSU, he wasn’t risking Aunt Madalena’s life on it.
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        Monday, Early Evening

        Moscow, Russia

      

      

      Jenna grit her teeth and tried to keep a smile on her face as Mark Tonelli led her up the sidewalk toward yet another bar. Unlike the half dozen other establishments they’d visited today, no attempt had been made to dress up the outside of this place. There were no potted plants or exotic sculptures here. Just a wooden sign with black, faded lettering and a rusty metal bench facing the sidewalk.

      Bleak as Jenna was beginning to feel now that they’d failed to locate anyone who’d seen her brother since the initial spotting. Still, this was the closest the SSU had come to finding Kai in two years. There was no way she was giving up yet.

      As they turned up the path toward the entrance, the edge of Jenna’s stiletto heel caught on a loose paving tile. She pitched forward.

      “Watch it!” Mark yanked her out of her free fall and tightened his grip on her arm, practically dragging her onto the chipped concrete step and through the heavy wooden door.

      Jenna tugged her arm free. “Quit snapping at me,” she snarled for his ears only. “You’re the one who insisted I wear these damn high heels!” She was sick and tired of his high-and-mighty attitude. Since they’d arrived the night before last, he’d been pulling her around town with as much disregard for her feelings or her comfort as if she were a blow-up doll.

      The doorman stepped forward. His eyes as they scanned her were weary as a centenarian’s, even though he couldn’t be more than a few years older than her twenty-six. Jenna stifled a wave of pity and forced her aching cheek muscles into a coy smile.

      When Ryker had said she’d be bait, she’d never imagined she’d be flashing cleavage and flirting with strangers, trying to get them to loosen their tongues.

      “You’re scrawny and ugly, but your boobs aren’t bad,” Mark had told her. “You have to fit the image of the flashy women I’m usually seen with, or my contacts will know something is off.” Then he’d tossed her a push-up bra. “This will help.”

      It hadn’t worked so far, and this was their second day canvassing the Moscow neighborhood where the informant had spotted Kai. Since Mark’s infamous Moscow contacts had failed to locate her brother, his backup plan was to parade her around town while showing Kai’s photo.

      So far, zilch. And each time they left a bar without any information on Kai, Mark’s smile tightened and Jenna’s frustration grew.

      They’d questioned the man who’d made the original report, but all he remembered was seeing a man with Kai’s distinctive amber eyes getting into a taxi. The informant had been photographing a man standing on the curb and only realized after he’d printed the photo that Kai was the man in the reward notice.

      Mark spoked to the doorman in Russian. Since Jenna didn’t understand the language, she turned her attention to the interior of the bar. By habit, she made note of all possible exit routes—the two, high-set windows, the hallway leading to the restrooms and possibly a back entrance. Satisfied that she knew how to get out in an emergency, and where to watch for entering attackers, she took a deep breath. Then coughed at the bitter taste of cigarette smoke.

      Through the stinging haze, dim light shone from iron lanterns set every few feet along the wall. Thick, dark slabs of wood, their surfaces worn to a greasy shine, formed the tables. Groups of rough-looking men and the occasional worn-down couple filled about half the tables. A few older men sat at the bar. Most everyone wore jeans or coveralls.

      Mark’s Yves St. Laurent suit and diamond-studded, gold pinky ring were totally out of place. Unfortunately, so was she. Her dress was a deep burgundy silk. The straps were nice and solid, maybe two-inches wide, but the square neck was so low-cut, her nipples threatened to pop out every time she inhaled. The dress ended mid-thigh and stuck to her like cling-wrap. She wore elbow-length gloves that matched the dress. A pillbox hat with a wisp of veil rested on her bright blonde wig.

      “Kai will never recognize me in this ridiculous call-girl outfit,” she’d pointed out when Mark presented her with her new wardrobe. “I wore funky, eclectic clothes, my hair was honey blonde not yellow, and I never wore this much makeup except for dance recitals.”

      “He’s your big brother. If he has any protective instincts left he’ll want to know why you’re dressed like a whore.”

      “Or it will just make him more determined to kill me!”

      Mark had shrugged. “Either way, you’ll draw his attention, which is what we want.” Then he’d handed her a rhinestone choker to hide the thick, raised scar across the center of her neck.

      “Oh no,” she’d protested. Since the attack she hated anything pressing against her throat.

      “This isn’t about you,” Mark had sneered. “Do you want to find your brother or not?”

      She’d put on the damn choker, but if they didn’t get any results today, then tomorrow she was insisting on a different strategy. One where she was allowed to dress the way she wanted in a t-shirt and cargo pants. She couldn’t stand being on display any more.

      The doorman responded to Mark’s question and shook his head, but his gaze remained stuck on Jenna’s well-exposed cleavage.

      She shivered. Her skin felt both icy and burning. There was so much acid in her stomach, she was surprised it hadn’t eaten a hole through the lining. Even before the attack this type of predatory scrutiny would have creeped her out. Now, each lecherous stare was like a muddy handprint on her bare skin. She felt so dirty, she’d half expected the water in her shower to run black last night.

      Gritting her teeth at the doorman’s ogling, Jenna fought the urge to run back to their hotel and hide under the covers. Her fingers itched to at least grab Mark’s coat and use it to hide her body. Instead, she grabbed the confidence she’d slowly rebuilt in the two years since the attack and counted to a hundred in her head. In German.

      When this was over, she was burning the damned push-up bra. No, better yet, she’d wrap it around Mark’s smug neck and strangle him with it.

      Mark barked out a question and flashed Kai’s photo at the doorman. With a resigned sigh, the man pulled his eyes away from her chest. She watched his face as he examined the picture.

      Nothing. Not a flicker of recognition.

      Feeling the slight goose-pimpling of her skin that meant someone else was watching her, Jenna inched closer to Mark and scanned the patrons. No eyes stared back at her. Still, she wished Mark would hurry up. She wanted to get out of here.

      When they’d left the SSU compound she’d had no idea that arriving in an unfamiliar culture would be so unsettling. She used to love to travel. Not understanding Russian, though, made her feel dependent. Being all-too-aware that her identity as Kai’s sister attracted potentially deadly attention made her feel vulnerable. She wished her SSU teammates were here to back her up. Maybe then her stomach wouldn’t be tied in enough knots to anchor the space shuttle.

      Dammit, the calm she’d worked so hard to achieve since the attack was crumbling. Last night, after a ten-month hiatus, her nightmares had returned. Blood. Pain. Screams and helplessness.

      Forcing the memories and emotions back into an imaginary safe box had left her shaking with exhaustion. She’d sat upright in the middle of her bed with every light on, teeth chattering with cold despite being wrapped in the heavy bedspread. Without Monroe’s comforting presence at the foot of her bed, it had taken hours to calm herself down. She’d finally dropped into an exhausted sleep mere hours before the alarm clock went off.

      Three laughing women pushed past Jenna, knocking against her as they headed into the bar with arms linked. Although she didn’t understand what they were saying, deep friendship showed in their relaxed smiles and the teasing light in their eyes.

      For a crazy, wistful moment, Jenna wanted to join their group. How long had it been since she’d been that carefree? Since she’d had girlfriends to hang out with? She’d been so focused on becoming strong enough to take on Kai, she’d ignored everything and everyone else in her life.

      She mentally shook her head. Why was she suddenly having regrets now? Nothing she’d lost
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