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What Reviewers Say About the Elite Operatives
Series

“Baldwin and Alexiou have written a barn burner
of a thriller [in Dying to Live]. The reader
is taken in from the first page to the last. The tension is
maintained throughout the book with rare exception. Baldwin and
Alexiou are defining the genre of romantic suspense within the
lesbian genre with this series. You’ll find yourself rushing to
purchase the first three books in the series if you haven’t already
read them, or, if you have read them, wishing the authors would
write the fifth in the series
faster.”—Lambdaliterary.org

“Okay, I admit it: I am a fan of
adventure/spy/thriller mysteries and always have been. So of course
I have been lured into the web of the Elite Operatives series
because as a kid, I was always imagining myself in the male leads
of the spy thrillers I read. Baldwin and Alexiou clearly had the
same fantasy. [They] have established a formula for this series
that works: short, staccato chapters set in different locales that
unfurl the plot layer by layer and then they develop into solid
chapters where the main characters…begin to reveal themselves. The
authors manage to take two plot themes that have been done and done
again, meld them, and turn them into a solid, convincing,
compelling page-turner that is quite
satisfying.”—Lambdaliterary.org

“Dying to Live is a
chest-grabbing, throat-closing, sleek, sexy, thoroughly enjoyable
white-knuckle ride of a thriller. Baldwin and Alexiou prove once
again their deft understanding of the genre puts them eye-to-eye
with the best in the business. Buckle your seatbelts!”—Amanda Kyle
Williams, Author of The Stranger You
Seek and Stranger in the
Room

“Baldwin and Alexiou have given their fans a
gripping read that’s difficult to put down! Dying to
Live has a complex plot with a pandemic created by an arch
villain, and a rescue from Columbian guerillas. This is a
thoroughly enjoyable read, and I can’t wait for their next
adventure!”—Just About Write

“Missing Lynx puts the
thrill in thriller. In true thriller style, Baldwin and Alexiou
take their women around the globe… from Vienna, all around the U.S.
Southwest, on to New York, down to some of the most dangerous parts
of Mexico, on to China and Vietnam and back to the Southwest. Quite
the wild ride. A dark, edgy, often grisly tale, Missing
Lynx has the grit and pacing of a Bourne saga, but
with highly engaging and thoroughly challenging female characters.
Not for the faint
hearted.”—Lambdaliterary.org

“Kim Baldwin & Xenia Alexiou just get
better and better at coming up with tightly written thrillers with
plenty of ‘seat of the pants’ action. Missing
Lynx is a roller coaster ride into the seamier side
of life and the bonds which bind humans into trying to better the
world. This is a book which grips the reader until the final
page!”—Just About Write

“Unexpected twists and turns, deadly action,
complex characters and multiple subplots converge to make this book
a gripping page turner. Lethal Affairs mixes
political intrigue with romance, giving the reader an easy flowing
and fast- moving story that never lets up. A must-read, even though
it has been out for a while. Thief of Always,
the duo’s second, and equally good book in the Elite Operatives
series, came out earlier this year.”—Curve
Magazine
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Synopsis

Where do you run when there's
nowhere to hide?

When a sadistic serial killer known
as the Headhunter resurfaces, a government blunder forces the Elite
Operatives Organization into action. Operation Mask falls to Lynx.
She has the determination, skills, and most importantly, the right
profile, but her youth and lack of experience in the field could
put more than the mission in jeopardy.

Her search takes her deep into the
jungles of Asia, where she must battle not only the ruthless
purveyors of the international skin trade, but also her growing
feelings for a mysterious mercenary with her own agenda for the
Headhunter.
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Prologue

The first thing that registered was the sound of
someone humming. She awakened to near darkness; there was just
enough light for her to identify dirt overhead, disturbingly close.
A surge of dizzying adrenaline swept through her, adding to her
disorientation. Jesus God. Am I buried
alive?

She got her answer when strong hands clamped around
her wrists and dragged her, her arms over her head. The surface
beneath her was rough, and as she was pulled along, a few feet at a
time, dirt insinuated itself into the back waistband of her jeans.
Instinctively, she tried to dig in her heels to stop the forward
momentum, but her legs were leaden and wouldn’t obey. The humming
stopped briefly, punctuated by a heavy grunt of exertion.

Where was she, and how did she get here? Who was
humming? All she was certain of was her inability to fight back.
Her heart was beating so fast it was almost suffocating.

With all her energy and willpower, she craned her
head upward to try to see who had her by the wrists. But the light
was too dim and her mind and vision too blurred. The mere effort
was exhausting, and once again, darkness enveloped her.

She wasn’t sure how much time elapsed, but when she
reawakened, there it was again—the humming, a tune she vaguely
recognized. She wasn’t moving anymore, and she was lying on
something hard and cold. Panic tried to reassert itself, so she
took a deep, calming breath and immediately wished she hadn’t. Her
lungs burned from a horrible smell she identified as chemicals and
mold.

A strong, harsh light blinded her when she forced her
eyes open in the direction of the humming. The rest of the room was
dark, but when her pupils eventually adjusted, she saw him and it
all came roaring back. He was turned away from her, his focus on
the syringe in his upraised hand. The humming stopped.

“You’re going to be my best work yet,” he said
without turning around.

His words and the certain knowledge of his intentions
energized her. She struggled to sit up, but soon realized her legs
and hands were bound and she was tied to a smooth steel table.

“I promise you, this won’t hurt,” her captor calmly
continued. “Not if you cooperate.”

She wanted to scream for help but knew it would be
futile. From the looks of this place, it was unlikely anyone would
hear. They had to be underground, for the walls, ceiling, and floor
were made of dirt and there were no windows. One entrance lay
straight ahead. It wasn’t a door, just a mere hole carved into one
of the walls, not large enough to stand upright. To her left was
another, similar hole, though smaller, and next to it, a sink and
counter. A round table with a single wooden chair occupied one
corner.

Then she saw them. Hanging on the wall to the right
of the main entrance were faces. Two of them. Grotesque masks of
once beautiful young women.

Women like her. She stared at them in horror and
swallowed hard against the sudden cramping nausea that knotted her
insides.

“Perfect, aren’t they?” he asked.

She looked back in his direction. Facing her now, he
moved slowly toward her. She thrashed desperately against her
restraints like a wild beast caught in a snare, the cords digging
deep into her wrists and ankles. Her bindings held her fast, but
she kept struggling to free herself, the pounding of her heart so
loud in her ears it was deafening.

He stopped when he was within reach, his face
obscured by the brutally bright lamp overhead. Humming again, he
waited patiently until her strained muscles gave up and she
collapsed back against the table. There was no point in asking him
why she was there, or in trying to plead with him to let her go.
She knew what he wanted, and that no amount of bargaining could
change his mind. She needed to stall, although she had no idea what
for. A few minutes of delay would not alter her predicament. Did
she really think she could somehow talk him out of his twisted
nature?

They say that when you’re about to
die, your whole life flashes before your eyes. It wasn’t
true. Not for her, anyway. Only one face flashed before her eyes,
and her mind seized on the memory of their precious short time
together. Could it be that this one person was her whole life? The
realization made her heartsick.

He was humming again, and the name of the tune popped
into her head. “Dream a Little Dream of
Me.”

“You’re beautiful,” her captor whispered as he raised
the syringe to the lamp. “And soon, your beauty will be mine.”


Chapter One

Vienna, Austria

October 7

 


The Wiener Konzerthaus was not the most outwardly
impressive venue of the Philadelphia Symphony’s Fall European Tour.
The orchestra already had played at the stunning Art Nouveau
Municipal House in Prague and at the Palau de la Música Catalana in
Barcelona, with its richly decorated façade and arched concert-hall
walls of stained glass. But few cities could match Vienna’s rich
historical embrace of the arts, and the 1,840 seats of the Großer
Saal were filled to capacity with an appreciative and discerning
audience of classical music enthusiasts.

During the extensive applause that preceded their
last piece, Vivaldi’s lively La tempesta di
mare, Cassady Monroe glanced up to admire the ornately
gilded oval dome that roofed the stage while the second violinist
who shared her stand readied their sheet music.

As silence returned to the massive concert hall and
the conductor raised his baton, she tucked her Jenny Bailly violin
beneath her chin and held her breath. She’d been playing since the
age of six, and at the tender age of twenty-five had already
performed with more than a dozen symphonic orchestras, but she
never lost that thrill of exhilaration that preceded the execution
of a particularly challenging piece.

When the concertmaster—the leader of the first violin
section—rose to take his solo, she allowed herself a brief moment
to imagine herself there in his place. She’d been offered the
esteemed position, and the conductor had been astounded at her
polite but firm rejection of the honor without explanation. But she
could afford neither the visibility of serving as first chair nor
the responsibility it entailed of attending every performance and
rehearsal. And so she remained in the more anonymous second section
as a freelance artist, where she had the flexibility she needed to
accept engagements that didn’t interfere with her other work.

She glanced at her right hand, poised with the bow,
about to create beauty, and not for the first time wondered how it
could so easily adapt, with equal skill, to butcher with a
blade.

When the concert ended, the orchestra rose and
departed the stage to the sound of lingering acclaim. Soon after
she arrived at the artists’ dressing room backstage, there was a
knock on the door.

“Yes?”

“Delivery for Fraulein Monroe.”

When she opened the door, the young man on the other
side presented her with a bouquet of red roses. The attached card
read simply, You were wonderful. It wasn’t
the first time she’d gotten flowers from her secret admirer, and
she had her suspicions about who’d sent them. But she knew her
gruff boss would never admit to any such show of
sentimentality.

Cassady retrieved her coat, purse, and case and
headed out, declining invitations from some of the other musicians
for a late dinner or drinks. The orchestra was a generally social
group, especially when on tour, but she always avoided situations
where questions might arise about her background, her family, or
her life outside the stage. Though she had practiced answers to any
such inquiries, she was by nature a reclusive individual,
preferring her own company. And nighttime was her favorite time to
prowl alone, curiously scoping out unfamiliar territory.

Now and then she would satisfy earthier needs by
picking up a stranger for an evening of fun. No matter the city,
her looks attracted women both gay and straight, and she never had
a problem arranging such an encounter. But those primal desires
were quiet tonight, and the idea never even entered her mind.

She’d return to the hotel only long enough to change
from her formal black dress and heels into jeans, sneakers, a
V-neck sweater and leather jacket. Temperatures were in the
forties, but she didn’t mind the cold the way most people did.
Winter’s chill invigorated her and drove others indoors and off the
streets, and that was fine with her.

The audience had dispersed by the time she was ready
to depart the Konzerthaus. She was alone in a hallway leading from
backstage to one of the exits when her cell phone rang. She checked
the caller ID and frowned. “Lynx 121668,” she answered. “Can it
wait a day? I have one more performance tomorrow.”

“Family emergency. Not an option,” the familiar voice
on the other end said. “Your return flight is tonight at
twenty-three hundred hours.” The line went dead.

Damn it. Cassady hated that
she couldn’t finish the tour. Performing in a concert hall,
regardless of the country, always gave her a sense of fulfillment
and belonging. She was good—hell, she was a great violinist. And being able to share her talent
with people just as appreciative and passionate about music gave
her a high that so far nothing could compare to.

Passion was something she brought to everything she
enjoyed. And it was for that reason that her irritation over being
summoned home didn’t last long.

As much as she wanted to show a broad audience how
talented Cassady Monroe was with a violin, she also longed to prove
to the few who knew her best what she was capable of as Lynx. It
was a code name that fit, for she had much in common with her
feline namesake: solitary, curious, and agile. An exceptional
tracker and patient hunter.

The Elite Operatives Organization had always treated
her well and had given her the opportunity to pursue a future and
dream that apparently her biological family never cared to.

Sacrifices came with the life that had been chosen
for her, and she knew that some operatives had a hard time giving
up a normal life for the sake of the institution. But so far, life
had treated her generously and she was willing to give her best to
show her appreciation.

What do you have planned for me
this time? So far, she had only done some minor jobs, and
assisted on big ones. She still had a lot to prove to her teachers
and to the EOO in general. But she knew without a doubt, just as
she had when she picked up a knife for the first time, that she
would hit her target.

Perhaps this call was her big break—the important
solo assignment that would give her the chance to show them how
capable and ready she was.

 


*

Sonoran Desert, Arizona

Eleven days earlier

 


“Did you hear that?” Judy Ellroy glared at her
boyfriend Doug. Their portable radio had just interrupted the
weekly top forty playlist with a special weather bulletin warning
of an approaching storm with gale-force winds. The teenagers and
two friends had been hiking for more than an hour. Their jeep was
miles behind them and the sky was already darkening. It was Doug
who’d talked them into this isolated camping adventure amidst
saguaro cactus and tumbleweed, extolling the awesome sunsets and
brilliant night sky.

“We all heard it,” Doug replied evenly. They made a
handsome couple, he the Cougars’ fair-haired football star and she
the school’s prettiest cheerleader, with long, dark hair. But it
wasn’t worth this kind of grief. He vowed then and there to dump
her when they got back, preferably by texting her. “This time it
wasn’t just the voices in your head.”

“Bite me. I told you this was a bad idea.” She took
off one of her sneakers to empty it of sand. “We could’ve so been
sitting poolside in Vegas right now, but no, you had to—”

“Christ, do you think you can stop bitching for at
least three minutes?”

“We should look for a place to take cover.” Tom, the
team’s redheaded quarterback, protectively put his arm around his
girlfriend Mary. “These things usually blow over pretty fast.”

“Where, genius?” Judy shouted at him. “In case you
hadn’t noticed, we’re in the middle of nowhere. We need to turn
back.”

“I’m with you, Judy,” Mary agreed. Cheerleaders
always stuck together. “The wind’s already started to pick up.”

“Too late. Look.” Doug pointed west. Not more than a
mile away, the sand had already started to spin into one of the
desert’s infamous “dirt devils”—mini tornados that blocked the sun
and drove sand and dust into eyes, ears, and mouths. “Holy fuck,
it’s coming our way.”

Judy scowled at the approaching whirlwind. “Oh,
great. There goes my hair.”

Tom picked up his backpack. “Can it, Judy. Everyone
grab your gear.” He gestured toward a small cluster of boulders
nearby. “Our best bet is behind those rocks. Move.”

They huddled together, spitting sand and covering
their faces as best as they could. Debris from the desert floor
pelted them mercilessly, but finally the sandstorm passed and
everything grew quiet again.

“Ouch.” Judy rubbed her head as she got to her feet.
“Am I the only one that got beat up? What the hell was that hitting
us?”

Tom and Mary ignored her and stood as well to dust
themselves off. Doug began to do the same, but stayed on his knees
when he spotted something mostly hidden in the sand. Curious, he
reached for it. “What the…?” It was a human arm, complete from
shoulder to fingertips—female, and mostly decomposed. He stood up
and stumbled backwards as his stomach churned.

Almost at the same moment, Judy shrieked and they all
turned to look.

She was surrounded by arms, legs, skulls, and other
body parts in various stages of decay.

 


*

 


Phoenix, Arizona

Two days later

 


“Any news from the lab?” FBI Special Agent Paul
Ripley asked fellow agent Nick Bianconi. The latter was hunched
over a computer in the Violent Crimes Division of the Phoenix FBI
field office.

“At least another day, maybe more,” Bianconi replied.
“They’re pushing the results, but the samples weren’t prime
quality.”

“We can’t keep a lid on this forever,” Ripley
groused, running his hand impatiently over his newly shorn gray
crew cut. “We need an ID before it hits the media circus.” Ripley,
an ex-Marine with sharply chiseled features, had been leading the
investigation into the Headhunter murders since the first cases ten
years earlier. When news of the Sonoran bodies reached Quantico, he
was on the first plane out of Washington.

Bianconi, an agent with a slight paunch and trimmed
black goatee, was assigned to assist.

The feds had sealed off the desert sixty miles to the
northwest where the bodies were found, and were still gathering and
processing evidence from the scene. So far, they’d uncovered one
recent victim, with her regio facialis—or face region—carefully
removed, and bits of skin under her fingernails. The skeletal
remains of at least twenty others were also being analyzed.

Ripley had imposed a strict gag order on all
information related to the case at both the FBI station and at the
Wickenburg Police Department, which was first to respond to the 911
call from the teenagers who’d stumbled on the remains. The
Headhunter had finally resurfaced, and Ripley wasn’t about to let
the bastard get wind of the discovery and move his grisly practice
to yet another remote location.

One of the forensic specialists working the case
appeared in the doorway. “Get in here. You have to see this.”

Ripley and Bianconi followed him to the outer office,
where several agents were gathered around a television. A news
reporter was interviewing a pretty high school girl with dark hair
drawn into a high ponytail.

“I was like, so scared. The bones were, like,
everywhere.” The caption beneath her image read: Judy
Ellroy / Witness.

“God damn it.” Ripley slammed his fist onto the desk
in front of him. “Telling teenagers to keep their mouths shut is
like asking my wife not to burn dinner.”

 


*

 


Chino Valley, Arizona

 


Humming contentedly to himself, Walter Owens dipped
his fine camelhair brush into the red paint and laboriously edged
the lips. His early efforts had not been satisfying, but with
practice, his skills had improved. The last few masks were almost
perfect, the coloring, shape, and lines flawlessly deceptive. From
a distance, they appeared real.

Except for his small work light, the basement was
dark. There were no windows, and the doorway to the upstairs was
shut. Though the air reeked of the formaldehyde and other chemicals
he used, he’d grown so accustomed to the stench he rarely paid it
notice, except on those infrequent occasions when it triggered a
headache. Displayed around him on the concrete-block walls were his
masterpieces, carefully arranged chronologically.

He’d come a long way, he told himself, since the day
he discovered the power of masks. How they could give him a sense
of power and security. When his real face was obscured, he felt
brave and confident, able to command the fear and respect he was
due but which always had eluded him. He smiled, remembering his
first masks as a child. His favorites had been a handsome, blond
Flash Gordon Halloween mask and a Phantom of the Opera half-mask
he’d made himself out of papier-mâché. He’d always identified with
the Phantom because he too was shunned because of his
disfigurement.

When he got older he had to get rid of the childish
masks, replace them with something more real, more perfect—and
therefore more powerful. It became an obsession. He’d stayed in his
room every moment he wasn’t in school and thought up ways to make
it happen. When he had the information and inspiration he needed,
the only other thing missing was money, and the answer came to him
the night of his high-school graduation, when his father had said,
“Soon you’ll want to leave home, son, but your mother and I want to
help any way we can.”

Walter put his brush down and held up his latest
face, needing only a final coat of preservative to make it
complete.

The local ABC affiliate’s noon newscast blared from
his portable television. Midway into the first block, he froze when
he heard the words bodies in the Sonoran desert
near Wickenburg. On the screen, a dark-haired teenager was
relaying how she and her friends found themselves surrounded by
skeletons and decaying body parts while on a camping trip.

“And there was this arm,”
the girl said. “I mean, like, fresh, you
know? I could see the nail polish and everything. Totally gross.
Mary puked.”

The reporter recapped how the teenagers had called
911 and Wickenburg police had responded. “Despite repeated
inquiries to the Wickenburg police chief and mayor’s office,
authorities are refusing comment. A source inside law enforcement,
however, has confirmed that DNA samples from the scene are being
analyzed.”

Walter rose and slipped off his mask of the day. One
of his favorites, it was painted to match his natural skin tone and
the lips were stretched into what he considered a playful yet
enigmatic smile. It no longer matched his mood, so he replaced it
with an earlier creation, one depicting a grim and determined
expression.

He’d been certain he’d picked the ideal site this
time. The desert sun and scavengers were effective accomplices in
disposing of his discards. And he thought the odds were
infinitesimal of someone stumbling upon his resting place, out in
the middle of a hundred thousand square miles of sand and scrub.
But he was more annoyed than unduly concerned about the
discovery.

After his misfortune in North Carolina, he’d been
even more meticulous not to leave evidence behind or put himself in
the position where he might in any way be linked to the “givers”
who provided him with his masks. He had little fear that police
might focus on him in their investigation.

Walter turned off the TV and work light and headed
upstairs, going over in his mind all the tasks that needed to be
accomplished to obliterate any traces of his artistic
endeavors.

The desert would be watched now. It was time to move
again.

 


*

 


Phoenix, Arizona

Next day

 


Special Agent Nick Bianconi nodded and grinned at
Ripley as he jotted down the information from the lab. “Got a match
on the suspect’s DNA,” he confirmed, enthusiasm in his voice as he
hung up the phone and Ripley hurried to his side. “Strange, though.
The hit was with a sample in the Forensics Index, done by a lab in
Iowa.”

“Forensics? You sure?” Ripley had expected that if
they were lucky enough to get a match on the first DNA the
Headhunter had left behind, it would be with a sample on the
Convicted Offender or Arrestee Indexes, not from the one that
contained samples gathered at crime scenes.

“Like I said, strange.”

“Call the lab and get the name of the PD that
submitted the sample,” Ripley instructed, “and have them fax the
case file to us ASAP.”

“I’m on it.”

An hour later, Ripley was poring over the documents
sent by the Pleasant Hill, Iowa, police department, with Bianconi
looking over his shoulder.

“Walter Owens. Prime suspect in the 1995 arson murder
of his parents. He was twenty at the time,” Ripley recited.
“Torched their house while they slept, but firefighters managed to
save a couple of rooms and forensics was able to get his DNA. He
disappeared right after—apparently he had power of attorney over
the parents’ accounts and drained them just before the fire.”

“That would make him thirty-five now.” Bianconi took
a seat at a desk across from Ripley and began searching federal
databases to see if Walter Owens had resurfaced under his own name
somewhere.

“Five foot eleven, hundred and sixty pounds, black
hair, dark brown eyes,” Ripley continued to read. “Hey, here’s
something—he was badly burned in an accident when he was nine.
There’s a third-degree burn mark that begins at his left temple and
extends to cover nearly the entire left side of his face. Deep
purplish color, with pitted scars throughout. He also burned off
his left eyebrow and eyelashes. Had some reconstructive surgery
right after, but was considered permanently disfigured.”

“It should be easy to recognize him, then, unless
he’s had additional work done more recently.”

“Yeah, possible. There’ve been a lot of advances in
burn reconstruction in twenty-six years. Let’s get a plastic
surgeon in here. See if our guy will still have anything
distinctive to ID him by if he did.” Ripley kept reading. “Teachers
and neighbors interviewed by the police described Walter Owens as
extremely bright but introverted. He bullied kids and killed a
neighbor’s cat. After his face was burned, he became even more
solitary and worryingly detached. Parents sent him to a
psychiatrist, but nothing changed.”

A psychological profile of the Headhunter had been
prepared by the FBI’s Behavioral Science Unit a decade earlier.
Ripley had it with him, and he compared it with the facts known
about Walter Owens. Everything jived. The BSU had assessed that the
Headhunter lived and killed in less populated areas not only
because he wanted to avoid detection, but also because he probably
had an aversion to crowds. The fact that Owens was scarred and had
chosen a remote desert as his latest dumping ground gave credence
to that theory.

“Call BSU,” he told Bianconi, “and have them update
the Headhunter psych profile with all of this.”

“Roger that. I’m having no luck finding him.”
Bianconi scratched his goatee. “Hasn’t filed taxes, gotten a
driver’s license, been arrested. No work or death record with
Social Security. Looks like he changed his name.”

Ripley frowned, though the news was not unexpected.
“Most recent picture of him was taken before he was burned.” He
studied the black-and-white school photo taken when Owens was
eight. “I’ll get Special Projects to age this and add the scars as
described by these neighbor accounts so we have an idea what he
looks like now.” Rubbing his eyes, he prepared himself for the
inevitable circus that was about to complicate his life even more.
“God damn it.”

“What?”

“Looks like we don’t have a choice.” He glanced up at
Bianconi. “I want his ugly mug posted everywhere. Every airport,
train station, bus terminal, and border crossing. Every damn public
toilet if we have to. And get it up to the Arizona Burn Center. See
if anyone there recognizes him.” The Burn Center, just three and a
half miles from the FBI offices, was the premier burn treatment
center for several Southwestern states, and had outpatient programs
and adult burn survivor support groups.

“And the media?”

“Call them. And I’ll get in touch with Washington to
see if we can up the reward. I’m not letting the bastard get away
this time.”


Chapter Two

Brighton Beach, N.Y.

 


Jaclyn Norris watched from
the shadow of a large dumpster as the three men exited the side
entrance of the strip club and stepped into the alley fifty feet
away. They approached her position, speaking in Russian. One of the
brigadier’s goons was relating in crude detail what he’d like to do
to the blond who’d just given him a lap dance.

“Dobry vecher, Kostya.” Jack
stepped out of the shadows to cordially wish good
evening to the tallest of the three hulking Russians. A
ferret-faced man with slick-backed hair and bushy black eyebrows,
Kostya Oleksei wore a cashmere coat over a finely tailored suit,
and his shoes were handmade Italian leather. But any effort at
elegance was negated by the crude tattoos on his hands and neck,
and a blinding overabundance of heavy gold jewelry. Several thick
chains and a huge cross hung around his neck, a Rolex and several
heavy bracelets adorned his wrists, and a trio of thick rings on
either hand obliterated his knuckles.

The two men on either side of Oleksei drew their
pistols—one held a PM Makarov, the other a Tokarev TT-33—and
pointed them in Jack’s direction.

“Put your dogs on a leash. I’m unarmed.” Her leather
jacket was open, and her black leather pants and black T-shirt
hugged her body. When she raised her arms slightly to show her
empty hands, it gave them a clear enough view that they were able
to verify her claim with a reasonable certainty.

“That can change very fast.” Oleksei spoke with a
thick accent, overenunciating his words.

“That depends on you.” She kept her posture relaxed
and her tone vaguely bored. “I’m just here to talk.”

Oleksei signaled to the other two men to lower their
guns. They let their arms drop, but kept the weapons in their
hands.

“You’ve been looking for me,” she prompted.

Oleksei smiled, displaying teeth stained by years of
smoking and dental neglect. “And we found you.”

“You couldn’t find your dick if it was in your hand.
The only reason I’m standing here is because I got tired of
guessing.”

The two Russians standing behind Oleksei snickered,
but stopped short when he turned to give them a menacing look.

“The Pakhan wants to see you,” he told Jack,
referring to the leader of the local Krasnaya Mafiya, or Red
Mob.

“To what do I owe the pleasure of meeting the big
chief in person?” She knew how rare it was to be invited to meet
directly with a Russian mob boss. Usually brigadiers like Oleksei
took care of matters so the Pakhan’s identity was always
protected.

“He has a job for you. A very big job.”

“Why me? He has plenty on his payroll.”

“He wants the best, and he wants an outsider. Someone
not connected to us.”

She smiled. “Who knew he had taste? Tell him I’m not
interested.” It was her usual tactic to get the highest price.

Oleksei’s eyes darkened. “He won’t be happy.”

“Funny how I don’t seem to care.” She turned to
leave, confident they wouldn’t shoot while they still needed
her.

“He’ll make it worth your while,” Oleksei hurried to
add. “If you get the job done, of course. We’re talking big money.
Maybe you can do something about your face.” She pivoted to glare
at him, and his tone softened. “I mean, it’s a pity. You are such a
beautiful woman.”

Few ever dared comment on her scar. An inch and a
half long, it ran from just beneath her left cheekbone to the
corner of her mouth. “I like my face the way it is.” She pulled her
long, dark hair back and stepped into the light to expose the scar
even more. “But business has been kind of slow lately. Tell him
I’ll think about it.”

The truth was, she hadn’t had a job in over two
months, and no work meant plenty of time to think about her life.
Too much time. She and her past would never be friends.

“You have until tomorrow morning to decide,” Oleksei
informed her. “Big money.”

“Big job, big money,” she said thoughtfully, grinning
at him. “Is he compensating for something?”

The quizzical look on the Russian’s face told her he
didn’t get it. “You’ll never have to work again,” he said.

“And give up all this?” She gestured to the dark,
smelly alley.

“You’re good, lady, but you’re not getting younger.
This could mean early retirement.”

“I’m touched you care.”

His irritation with her flippancy was evident in his
tone. “We’re talking a million dollars.”

“I don’t discuss contracts with anyone’s dogs. I’ll
let you know.” She turned to leave.

“You can call me—” he offered.

“I know where to find you,” she replied without
turning around.

She heard him mumble suka—bitch—as she walked away. “And don’t you forget
it,” she shot back as she turned the corner.

For eight years, Jack had worked for anyone offering
the right price, working freelance for some of the world’s most
corrupt and ruthless individuals and organizations: unscrupulous
politicians, the Italian mafia, Colombian drug lords, and Asian
skin traders. She was notoriously known in the underworld as
Silent Death because no one ever saw her
coming or going. That she was sought after for international hits
was testament to the fact she was among the very best at what she
did.

With practice, she’d learned to put aside any kind of
emotion that came with killing. She didn’t want to know her mark’s
background or her client’s reasons. She didn’t care. When she’d
started out as a mercenary, her primary motivation was rage and
money. She needed a means to survive and she was not cut out to be
an office clerk; and going back to her former day job was out of
the question. Her failed assignment in Israel had done too much
damage, not only physically, but emotionally as well. When she’d
finally returned to the U.S., her unpredictable outbursts of rage
made her a liability, so she’d ultimately chosen a world that gave
her anger a home. A world where she could anonymously cause the
same damage that had been caused to her. Work for the likes of
people she hated, to eliminate the kind of people she despised. She
had, after all, been one of the best trained killers in her former
life. And although the cause or assignments might have been more
noble then, a killer by any other name was still a killer.

In the beginning, all that mattered was the hit, the
rush of the hunt and the revenge. Anything to keep her away from
memories and sleep, because it was the only time she didn’t have
control over what she chose to forget. Now, years later, although
sleep hadn’t gotten any better or conciliatory, the internal storm
she’d harbored for so long had dissipated, only to be replaced by
an ever-present need to resign from this life and her past.

The greasy Russian was right. She was getting older.
Years of sleep deprivation were starting to take their toll, and
the need to hunt had long faded.

She wanted to feel something other than anger. Fury
had driven and motivated her for too many years, and she’d finally
reached the point where she was ready to let go. She wasn’t even
sure what she was so angry about anymore, and was only occasionally
reminded when someone commented on her scar.

Although she’d never forget how the one person she
had ever loved, and the people she considered her family, had
betrayed her in the most unforgivable way, she was tired of letting
rage drive her around in circles, never allowing her to move
forward.

Jack was fast closing in on forty and feeling more
than ever the need for another new beginning. It would be so easy.
Nobody knew who she was. As far as the world was concerned she was
dead, and like a ghost, she appeared only when she chose to.

Her need to leave this life behind, however, worked
only in theory. She had no idea how to start all over, and what to
do if she did. She’d long ago given up on dreaming, wanting, or
needing anything remotely normal. The prospect of taking a job for
the Russian mob, known for its particularly vicious and
bloodthirsty tactics, gave her pause. But right now she couldn’t
help but wonder if a million-dollar hit could give her the push and
inspiration she needed.

 


*

 


Near Ponderosa Park, Arizona

 


The first day back at his remote cabin, thirty miles
from his home in Chino Valley, Walter laboriously cleaned the
wood-paneled walls and cement floor of the sanctuary with bleach,
scrubbing on his hands and knees. He went over every inch at least
twice with a wire brush, though he’d already done the same after
every sacrifice. He also polished the steel table until it shone,
then took it down and leaned it against the wall. There was already
no trace of any of the possessions of his “givers.” After every
sacrifice, he would bag up their clothes and other meager
possessions and dispose of them in Dumpsters behind grocery stores
and gas stations.

The next morning he cleaned the outer room, though it
was already spotless as well. He was fastidious and obsessive about
having everything in its place, just so.

Though he’d lived in Arizona for a decade, there was
little evidence of such a long-term residence in either his home or
his hideaway. His entire closet could be packed into two suitcases,
and every article of clothing was mundanely similar. He wore
button-down, short-sleeve shirts of a medium gray, with black
trousers. The pants were not too dressy—he didn’t want to stand
out—but he hated denim. And he had three pairs of black boots, just
alike, one reserved exclusively for use around the cabin and the
final resting place.

The furniture—a chair, table, lamp, and small
television—all was purchased secondhand, as were the few pots,
pans, and dishes he used when he fixed himself a meal on his hot
plate. The corner where he made his meals had built-in shelves to
store a few cans of food and bottled water. An outhouse served as
his bathroom.

The cabin was primitive and set deep in the woods on
an unnamed dirt road outside Ponderosa Park. He never stayed there
long and he intended nothing different this visit. This afternoon
he’d return home to pack up his masks, chemicals, computer, and
meager possessions before heading north, perhaps to Montana. There
was plenty of open range there that no man had set foot on in
decades, and wouldn’t for decades to come.

From his cabin, he would take with him only his
scalpel, tranquilizer gun, and the one mask he kept there, the one
he used during his sacrifices. He made himself a final cup of
coffee and clicked on the television to catch the noon news. The
lead story so unnerved him he dropped his mug and it shattered on
the floor. He stared at a computerized image of himself that was so
incredibly accurate he realized immediately that they knew who he
was.

“The FBI is asking for the public’s help in locating
one of the country’s most notorious serial killers, a man who has
been on their ten-most-wanted list for more than a decade,” the
newscaster said. “Walter Owens, the prime suspect in the so-called
Headhunters killings, is believed to be living in Arizona.”

The sketch on the screen was replaced by file news
video as the report continued. “Ten victims of the serial killer
were discovered a decade ago in a North Carolina forest, and the
remains of at least twenty-seven others, found this week in the
Sonoran Desert northeast of Wickenburg, have also been linked to
the suspect.”

The computer image returned. Below it was a toll-free
number. Walter stared at the screen in disbelief. How had they
found him? He recognized his fourth-grade class photo, altered to
age him, and with his scars uncannily precise.

“The FBI is circulating this sketch at all airports,
train and bus stations, and roadblocks have been set up on all
major roadways in the state. The U.S. Border Patrol has also
stepped up manpower along the border with Mexico, in the belief he
may try to flee the country. Authorities caution the public not to
approach the suspect. If you have seen him, you are asked to call
this hotline number at the FBI Phoenix Division. A reward of up to
half a million dollars is being offered for information leading to
Owens’s arrest.”

Walter clicked off the television, needing some quiet
to think. Returning home was out of the question. The chances were
too great that some neighbor or nearby business he frequented would
see the sketch and turn him in, if they hadn’t already. Perhaps the
FBI had the place staked out and was waiting for him.

He consoled himself with the knowledge that nothing
in his house could lead them to his Ponderosa Park hideaway. He’d
found the cabin for rent on the Internet and he paid the absentee
landlord in cash. As an extra measure of protection, he’d avoided
stopping at stores and gas stations in the immediate vicinity.

He shouldn’t go home, but he also could not
immediately flee. Not until they took down the roadblocks, and that
might be days or even weeks from now. He needed a plan to make that
happen sooner.

Walter waited until dusk to depart the cabin to
minimize the chances he would be recognized. That would still give
him ample time to get to the hardware store in Prescott before it
closed. The proprietor would be his means to get the FBI off his
back long enough for him to get away.

Two months ago, when he’d gone into the store for
supplies, both he and the owner had been struck by the similarities
in the location and extent of their burn scars. The man had even
thought it enough to “bond” them together somehow, inviting Walter
to get together for a beer to discuss their shared experience.

The store owner had said, “My girlfriend left me when
it happened, and no girl will look at me since. Tough life, isn’t
it?”

Walter had no tolerance for the weak and their
insistence on wallowing in self-pity.


Chapter Three

Phoenix, Arizona

Next day

 


The small briefing room was filled to capacity. Eight
members of the Phoenix FBI SWAT team, already in full gear, crowded
in with the forensics team that had been working the case.

While Nick Bianconi passed out copies of the
computer-enhanced image of the suspect, Paul Ripley waited at the
front for everyone to take their seats. Photos of the Headhunter
victims and crime scenes were tacked on the bulletin board behind
him.

“Here’s what we know,” Ripley began. “The Headhunter
was born Walter Owens in 1975 in Pleasant Hill, Iowa, an only
child. At nine, the left side of his face was badly scarred in an
accident.”

“Operable?” asked a voice from the back of the
room.

“Burn scars. The inoperable kind, according to the
plastic surgeon we consulted.” Ripley glanced down at the file in
his hand, though he had it memorized. “Eleven years later, he
torched the family home and killed his parents, after draining
their bank accounts of nearly half a million dollars. Forensics got
his DNA from the arson scene, and we matched it to the DNA found
under the nails of what we think is his most recent victim.”

“The girl we found in the desert,” Bianconi filled
in. “She’s one of twenty-seven victims found so far here, and we
expect to find more. In North Carolina, this guy killed almost like
clockwork—once every three months—and we think he’s been here in
Arizona since the first bodies were discovered a decade ago.”

Ripley pointed to one of the crime scene photos taken
in the desert. “Autopsy reports indicate this latest victim is an
Asian female, approximate age twenty. She was killed by an
injection of a widely available liquid rat poison—difethialone—into
her heart. This matches his MO in North Carolina. The North
Carolina victims, however, were all local white girls who’d been
reported missing, and this latest girl is a Jane Doe. Although we
haven’t been able to identify any of the other desert victims
through DNA or dental records, they all appear to be Asian
females.”

“Illegal imports?” One of the agents asked.

“Could be. We’re still working on that.” Gesturing
toward a particularly grisly close-up of the disembodied head of
the Jane Doe, Ripley continued, “In the beginning, our guy used to
take his victims’ heads. But apparently he’s refined his technique.
The last few North Carolina victims, and our Jane Doe here, had
only their faces missing. Surgically removed, probably with a
scalpel. Behavioral Science thinks it’s either some sort of warped
mimicking of his own disfigurement, or he may be keeping the faces
as some sort of trophy, perhaps preserving them in some way.”

“Sick bastard,” one of the agents said, touching his
own face.

Ripley pointed to a photo of an attractive, smiling
brunette. “I’m sure you’re all familiar with the Dratshev case. His
only victim who escaped.”

“Who can forget?” someone said out loud.

“Her information led us to the first bodies. That’s
what prompted the Headhunter to move his base of operations out
here. This morning, we got our first break in the case. A woman in
Chino Valley called the hotline and said her neighbor matches our
sketch. The house in question is rented to a William Stikes. But
this William Stikes matches no known records on any of the national
databases. He pays all his bills in cash.”

“It’s obviously an alias,” another agent offered.

“Yup. This guy’s been very careful to avoid getting
caught. He’s not your typical glory seeker, playing games with
police to draw attention from the media.” Riley turned to the
commander of the SWAT team. “We’ve had the Chino Valley house under
surveillance since we got the call an hour ago. There’s been no
activity at the residence. We want this guy taken alive. I’m
guessing he’s got plenty to tell us. I’ll be leading.”

Addressing the assemblage, Ripley asked, “Any
questions?” There were none. “Good. Let’s go bring him in.”

The first thing that struck the FBI agents when they
burst into the suspect’s rented house was the overpowering stench
of chemicals. They spread out, the veteran SWAT team moving quickly
with their MP5 submachine guns and M4 carbines into Walter’s
bedroom, bathroom, and den, checking all the closets and possible
hiding places.

Shouts of “clear” and the occasional static from
their radios were the only sounds until the entire first and second
floors had been thoroughly searched.

“Door to the basement is locked,” one of the SWAT
team reported to Ripley. “Heavy-duty padlock, we’ll need a
cutter.”

“Get it,” he instructed, then, to Nick Bianconi,
“Fire up his computer. See if you can find anything to tell us
where he is.”

The house was disappointingly normal. The suspect’s
furniture was minimal and more functional than aesthetic. There was
no clutter or personal keepsakes, and it was obvious Walter was a
clean freak. His desk held only the usual bills, stacked in a neat
pile. No personal correspondence of any kind was evident, and
nothing connecting him to the murders. The kitchen garbage can
contained only the usual scraps of food, the banana peel on top so
new the man had to have been there within the last day or two.

“The guy is like Fred fucking Flintstone,” one of the
agents said as he emerged from the bedroom. “All his clothes are
the same.”

When the padlock to the basement was broken, Ripley
and four of the SWAT agents gathered around and readied their Glock
22s and Sig Sauer P220s. Ripley cracked the door and saw only the
top of a staircase leading into a black abyss.

“Flashlights. On three.” Ripley counted off and led
the rush down the stairs. The acrid fumes of chemicals were so
strong his eyes began to water.

Once they determined the basement was empty, one of
the agents found Walter’s work light and switched it on. Ripley saw
the agent step back as though he’d been bitten, then heard one of
the SWAT team behind him gasp. Another agent cursed under his
breath. He whirled around and stared with them, open-mouthed, at
the wall of masks. Though the spotlight from the lamp cast shadows,
the preserved faces were clearly illuminated.

The first thing that registered was the sheer number
of the masks. The second was the creepy effort to craft one for
every possible human expression and emotion. Ripley thought he’d
dealt with every kind of sick fuck known to man in his
twenty-four-year career, but he’d never seen anything like this. He
fought down an urge to vomit.

The agent to his right was less successful and spewed
noisily onto the concrete floor. “Sorry,” he mumbled, wiping his
chin.

“Oh my God. They’re real.” The agent to Ripley’s
right stepped closer to the masks in shadow for a better look, and
he followed. They were the faces of white girls, not Asian. The
North Carolina victims, and evidently the Headhunter’s earliest
efforts. The mouth on one had been stretched too far, into a
grotesque, clown-like smile, and another had enormous holes where
the eyes should have been, the eyebrows above stitched unevenly
into an attitude of eternal surprise.

“Paul,” Bianconi hollered from the top of the stairs,
“something you should see.”

Ripley was happy for any reason to flee the wall of
faces and the overpowering stink of the basement. He knew he’d be
dreaming of the masks for nights to come, mentally trying to match
them to the photos he’d memorized of the missing Carolina
victims.

“Look at this.” Bianconi was hunched over Owens’s
computer. “Mail-order brides from Thailand, India, China, and the
Mekong region.”

Ripley joined him to look. “Yeah, that’s what they
call the skin trade nowadays.” Just then a chime on the computer
announced an incoming e-mail.

“‘We hope you are happy with your latest
purchase,’” Bianconi read. “‘We look forward to your next order.’”
He looked up at Ripley. “Is he buying the girls through the
Internet?”

“Pack it up,” Ripley said. “We’ll get forensics in
here, but our best bet on finding this fucker is through his
searches and e-mails. Get someone on his phone records, too.” His
cell phone went off as they were heading back to their cars. It was
the agent monitoring their toll-free tip hotline.

“We got a lead. Anonymous tip from a pay phone,
saying Owens rents a cabin southwest of Prescott, near Ponderosa
Park.”

 


*

 


A heavy rain was falling by the time the sea of FBI
agents took up their positions around the cabin, which reduced
their visibility somewhat, and the din of the torrent on the
rooftops of the cars and unmarked van made it impossible to hear
any noise from within the structure
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