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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

Behind closed doors, everyone suffers from some kind
of demon.

Veteran Elite Operative Landis "Chase" Coolidge's
latest mission requires every bit of her considerable tracking
skills because she has to locate a colleague kidnapped by a
brilliant scientist responsible for the deaths of millions. Former
op Phantom is along for the ride, desperate to find her missing
lover.

By day, Heather Snyder works in the New York fashion
industry. But her secret life as a high-class call girl thrusts her
into the middle of a global black market organ-harvesting ring and
draws the interest of the EOO.

No stranger to the world of call girls, Chase revels
in her latest assignment, until she discovers that Heather is the
one woman who can change her roguish ways.

Fifth in the romantic intrigue series: Elite
Operatives.
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Dedication

To May

 


It took me more than two decades to realize the one
who could love me unconditionally, give herself to me completely,
and confront my demons fearlessly was the shy sixteen-year-old girl
I once ran from.

 


I’m eternally grateful you never gave up on me.

 


I gave you my first kiss and I will give you my
last.

 


I love you.

 


Xenia


Prologue

Near Teaneck, New Jersey

October 28

 


“You’re hurting me!” Gigi struggled against the tight
grip on her arms and fought to find her footing, but the two men
flanking her dragged her up the stairs like her mother used to when
she had to see the dentist.

The two johns had picked her up on a Manhattan street
corner, but instead of taking her to a hotel, they’d brought her to
a house in New Jersey without any furnishings. The half-hour
journey itself was odd, too. Neither of the men said much or wanted
to get down to business with her in the dark sedan.

“I’m a pro, I know the deal,” she told the men as
they pulled her along. “You don’t have to fucking force me.” She
heard the tones of someone punching numbers into a cell phone.

“Put me through to Dario,” a man behind her said. “I
can deliver your order in forty minutes.”

“What order?” Gigi craned to see him. A bald, buff,
middle-aged man—looked like Mr. Clean. “Where’s the other
girl?”

When they’d arrived at the house, she hadn’t noticed
him among the several men present, many also in business suits.
Another working girl was there, too, an unfamiliar blonde. They’d
had some drinks, but the party had barely started when the two guys
who’d picked her up grabbed her and hauled her upstairs.

The bald guy ignored her and continued his
conversation.

“Yo, Mr. Clean! I asked you something,” she
yelled.

The man paused and turned his attention on her for
the first time. She couldn’t remember ever having seen a look like
that but was sure she’d never forget it. His dark eyes looked as
empty as those of a dead fish. She’d been in scary, uncertain
situations before; it was part of the job, especially when she was
after a fast buck and the johns were dubious at best. But she’d
never felt so terrified and helpless. God, were they going to kill
her? She’d heard plenty of stories about working girls disappearing
or found dead, but those tragedies happened to others, not her. Had
she been too arrogant? Was this a warning to change her life? Would
she get that chance now?

“I want to go home. Where are you taking me?” She
clawed at the walls as they dragged her down a long hallway with
closed doors on either side. “Where’s the other girl?” she asked
again.

None of them responded. Being ignored scared her
almost as much as the lifeless eyes of the man behind her.

They reached a door at the end of the corridor and
the man on her left opened it. Without a word, they threw her
forward, and she slid over the parquet like a bowling ball, hitting
her head on the wall. “Please, let me go,” she said as she got to
her knees and whirled toward them. But the door was already
closing. Gigi ran to it and tried the knob. Locked. “Let me out,
you assholes!” She pounded on the thick wood with her fists, but
their steps already sounded faint.

When she was sure they wouldn’t return immediately,
she studied her small, empty prison. The walls looked newly painted
but didn’t smell like it. Windows along one wall drew her and she
tried to open one. “Goddamn it,” she yelled when a fake nail broke
off. She couldn’t force any of them open. Not that it would have
helped. She was on the second floor, too far up to drop without
breaking something or killing herself. And the place was
isolated—the nearest sign of civilization was too far away for
anyone to hear her scream. She could see only a distant light,
illuminating a rooftop that might be a house and, beyond that, a
cell tower. The rest was dark woods, save for an abandoned swing
set and kiddie pool below her window.

She had only one possible way to get out of there
safely. They’d taken her purse and cell, but she always hid a spare
phone for emergencies. She pulled it from her boot and hazily hit
the first number on her speed dial. Damn, why had she drunk so
much? Usually booze helped numb her, but now she couldn’t think
clearly.

When the line picked up, she gripped the phone
tighter and a seed of hope sprouted against her panic. “Thank
Jesus. You gotta help me, I’m fucked,” she whispered loudly, in a
rush. “Some guys picked me up and they’ve locked me in a room and I
think they’re gonna kill me.”

The reassuring voice of her friend replied. “Gigi?
Where are you? What are you talking about?”

“I’m in bumfuck Jersey somewhere. Near Teaneck, I
think.” She kept an ear attuned to the hallway in case the men
returned. “Some big white house with empty rooms. It’s just all
creepy-ass wrong. I don’t think they brought me here for sex, and
they got some other girl here, too. One guy was talking to someone
on the phone about making a delivery. I think they meant me.”

“Are you drunk?”

“Are you even listening? I’m not drunk and I’m not
crazy. Something’s very wrong here.”

“If you really think you’re in danger, hang up right
now and call 911. Even if you don’t know where you are, they can
trace your cell and find you.”

“Yeah, right. Okay.” She would rarely even consider
calling the police, but this time she didn’t hesitate. She mashed
the disconnect button with shaking hands and dialed the number.

“911. What is the nature of your emergency?”

“Some guys have me locked up in a room and I think
they’re gonna kill me.” She slurred her words.

“What is your name and location, ma’am?”

“I don’t know where the fuck I am. A big white house.
Near Teaneck, I think. There are trees and a swing set outside, and
one of those blue kiddie pools, upside down. And I can see a cell
tower.”

“What is your name, ma’am?” the dispatcher repeated
in a monotone.

“Gigi. Uh, no…uh, Francine Shelhorn. Look, that’s not
important, just get the cops out here. These guys are gonna do
something to me, I know it. I think they’re gonna kill me and
deliver me to some guy named Dario.”

“What makes you think your life is in danger, ma’am?
Have they hurt you or threatened you?”

“I just know, okay? They’ve
fucking locked me up, I said!”

“Have you been drinking, ma’am?”

Before she could reply, footsteps rang in the hall.
They were coming back. In a panic, she shut the cell, disconnecting
the call, and hurriedly tossed it toward a dark corner of the room.
It slid across the smooth parquet floor and disappeared beneath the
edge of the long curtain that ran along the far wall.

Seconds later, the door opened, and Mr. Clean and the
two guys who’d picked her up came back into the room. While the two
goons held her down, the bald guy pulled out a syringe.

“What the fuck! No! Stop!” she screamed, as she tried
unsuccessfully to pull free.

But they were far too strong, and Mr. Clean injected
the contents of the syringe into her arm. Once he did, they
released her and left without saying a word. This time, she clearly
heard the sound of the lock being thrown.

She started to crawl toward the curtain to get her
phone, but almost immediately her arms and legs began to go leaden,
her muscles unresponsive. Whatever the hell they’d shot her up with
was paralyzing her. Before she could go six feet, she lay prone on
the floor, head to the side and unable to move, but still fully
awake.

Gigi couldn’t speak or feel anything but the faint,
rapid pounding of her heart. She could only see and hear. Her total
and complete helplessness terrified her more than anything she’d
ever experienced.

After fifteen or twenty excruciating minutes, the two
men returned. They carried her back to the sedan, dumped her in the
rear seat, and took her for a short ride. Since she couldn’t move
her head, she stared at the sedan’s floor mat during the journey,
then saw a smattering of images that told her they were taking her
into a medical clinic or doctor’s office. The dark outer rooms they
passed through gave way to their well-illuminated destination,
where she saw a cabinet full of medicines, a tray of surgical
instruments, and a plastic IV container on a stand before they laid
her flat on her back on a bed or table of some sort. She heard them
leave.

What in God’s name were they planning? The sterile
tray held neat rows of scalpels, clamps, and other shiny medical
tools. She’d barely begun to imagine the possibilities when two new
people entered her field of vision: a man and woman dressed in
surgical gowns and matching caps. White masks concealed their faces
and gloves covered their hands.

“Which first?” the woman asked.

“The blonde,” the man answered as he moved farther
away from Gigi until she could see only his head. The woman
followed, and from the sound of it, she was wheeling over the tray
of instruments. The pair faced each other now, looking down at
something. It was likely the platinum-haired girl she’d seen at the
house.

“We’ll take the kidneys first,” the man said in a
matter-of-fact tone. “Then the liver, corneas. The heart last. Same
with the other.” He glanced at a clock on the wall. “Let’s begin.
Scalpel.”

Gigi screamed but no sound left her mouth.


Chapter One

Boston

November 16

 


“Don’t hesitate to ask for me again next time you’re
in need of…company.” The beautiful brunette traced Landis
Coolidge’s bottom lip with her finger.

“There won’t be a next time, Jade.” Landis smiled and
bit the finger playfully.

“I was under the impression you enjoyed my services.”
The call girl pouted in disappointment. “You’re not the type to
fake orgasms.”

“I pay so I don’t have to fake anything.” Landis
grabbed the envelope on the table near the door. “It has nothing to
do with your performance. You were great, most of you are,
but…repetition bores.” She smiled sweetly and handed Jade the
payment.

“Repetition also makes perfect.” Jade caressed
Landis’s hand as she took the envelope.

“Unless you used the Lord’s name in vain all evening.
Then striving for better is redundant.”

“Well, should you—”

“Thank you, Jade.” Landis was already tired of this
conversation, and a glance at her watch confirmed their interaction
was running two minutes beyond its allotted time. “Good night,” she
added, and shut the door.

She stared at her PEZ collection in its custom glass
case next to the door and smiled contentedly. “Why can’t they all
be beautiful and silent like you guys?” she asked the plastic
faces.

Her prized three-hundred-plus collection was
methodically organized according to date of issue, the first slot
occupied by a rare 1958 bunny and the last by a 2011 Thor. Her
favorite was the full set of 1965 candy shooters—nine small
handguns in a variety of colors. She routinely spent a half hour on
eBay every morning over coffee, searching for new acquisitions.
Price was not an issue. She looked for quirky releases that spoke
to her and only went after those in pristine condition.

The rest of her spacious loft condo was as neat and
obsessively arranged as her PEZ figures, and the unconventional
open layout suited her personality. The three levels spread out in
a fan-like arrangement, each separated by a few wide stairs. This
largest bottom level held a corner kitchen with stainless-steel
appliances and a granite-topped island, and a comfortable modern
seating area that faced the floor-to-ceiling windows on one wall.
The black-leather couch held a pair of red pillows for color, but
the matching chairs were devoid of adornment. The chrome-and-glass
coffee and end tables and matching chrome lamps sparkled from
obsessive polishing, as did the hardwood floors throughout.

Visitors often remarked about the sparse furnishings
and lack of personal items, which suggested the loft’s occupant was
a recent arrival still settling in. But Landis had moved here
directly from the Elite Operative Organization’s Colorado campus
more than two decades earlier, and she’d simply never abandoned the
clean, uncluttered lifestyle that had comforted her during her
adolescence in the dorms.

Scaling the wide steps, she walked past her work
level to the third-level bedroom and with one swoop pulled the
sheets off the bed. She could have waited for the cleaning lady in
the morning, but she couldn’t bear to sleep on sweaty, creased
sheets. Once she’d changed the bedding with the kind of meticulous
care that would put the best hotel to shame, Landis stripped off
her rumpled button-down shirt and slacks and tossed those into the
hamper as well. After a quick shower—two minutes shorter than usual
to make up for the lost time with the call girl—she donned her work
clothes: comfortable torn jeans and one of many T-shirts depicting
Landor the Demon, the anti-hero protagonist of her popular graphic
novels. On her way to her drawing board, she inspected her
surroundings to make sure nothing was out of place.

The second-floor workspace was as tidy as the rest of
the loft. Her drawing table and stool faced the windows, giving her
a panoramic view of Boston Harbor. Her pens and mechanical pencils
lay arranged in a tray according to line width and color, and
custom cabinets concealed her published work, files, and original
drawings from view. The single back wall, covered with a massive
mural she’d done herself, was the only artwork in the loft. An
homage to Emily, her other main character, it depicted a beautiful
golden-brown-haired woman in a long white dress, her expression one
of longing and regret.

Landis settled onto her padded stool. From here she
could see all three of her digital clocks—the large wall display in
the bedroom, the small one on her drawing board, and the glowing
red numbers on the coffee table in the darkened living area below.
She made sure all three were synched to the correct time before she
picked up the remote to her music player and completed her routine.
Shuffling through a myriad of jazz selections, she selected a
remixed assortment of John Coltrane classics and put the volume
low.

Staring out at the twinkling lights of boats in the
harbor from her thirty-second-floor perch, she absentmindedly
plucked her posable Landor action figure from its Velcroed base
atop her drawing table and bent it into a variety of positions as
she searched for inspiration.

Her loyal friend and colleague Gianna Truman
frequently made fun of her obsessive need to be meticulous about
every aspect of her life and often said Landis was constantly
trying to perfect perfection. Landis believed that the world and
life in general were wrought with chaos and unnecessary emotional
debris, and no one could change that. But if she could control and
direct her personal environment, her own world, then it would sure
as hell be perfect. Her idea of perfect, anyway.

Her need for faultlessness had initially inspired her
stories and drawings thirty years earlier. In Landor, she’d created
an exceptionally flawed hero: a demon forever doomed to struggle
between what he had to do and what he
wanted to do—a conundrum familiar to all
Elite Operatives.

Landor wanted a world free of pain and corruption,
and one fateful day he fell from Lucifer’s grace when, fed up, he
decided to forego orders and stop hurting innocent people. In
retaliation, Lucifer doomed him to a life of unrest and internal
struggle. He told Landor he would free him of his hold only if,
when the time came, he made an unspecified “ultimate sacrifice”
that would prove how badly he wanted his freedom.

Landor spent centuries doing Satan’s dirty work,
waiting for that opportunity, being who he was born to be but never
who he was meant to be, until one day while in human form, he met
and fell in love with the very beautiful and very mortal Emily.
Then Lucifer spelled out the terms of the ultimate sacrifice:
Kill her and you’re free.

Enraged, Landor refused and struck Lucifer, and
Lucifer lashed back, unleashing such an uproar in hell the earth
shook. He was about to kill Landor when he changed his mind.

“This is too easy. You are free, weakling,” Satan
declared. “Go, traitor, but should you ever speak to her, or love
another mortal, I will kill them personally. Slowly, while you
watch.”

In the five years since, Landor roamed the earth,
helping instead of hurting and finding pleasure in the arms of
women he knew he could never love. He never again approached Emily,
either as demon or human, but he kept watch on her from a distance,
interceding when necessary to protect her from harm.

Landis, like her protagonist, was free to create her
perfect, peaceful world—at least when she wasn’t on assignment. But
like Landor, she felt doomed to live in it alone. In order to do
her job well, she had to free herself from any emotional
attachments. Commitments of any sort only clouded her judgment and
got others hurt. The only time she had let anyone in her heart was
years ago, and the woman ended up dying in her arms. Sighing, she
replaced the action figure on his perch and plucked a pencil from
the tray. “Issue 53,” she said out loud. “Let’s see what Emily is
up to.”

She’d just finished the outline of Emily’s face when
her cell rang. The caller ID on her BlackBerry told her it was
Montgomery Pierce, Chief Administrator of the Elite Operatives
Organization, so she answered with her code name and identification
number. “Chase 200967.”

“I know it’s late but—”

“Platitudes. What do you need?”

“Be here ASAP.” Pierce waited for confirmation.

Here always meant the
sixty-three-acre EOO facility, tucked into the Rocky Mountains in
Colorado. Since she never wore a timepiece when she drew, Landis
glanced up at each clock in turn. All read 3:12 a.m. “ASAP can put
me there at thirteen hundred hours,” she replied, and hung up.

 


*

 


Southwestern Colorado

 


Jaclyn Harding woke up feeling drowsy, albeit
surprisingly rested for the first time in months. She scanned the
room and slowly rose from the narrow, white-sheeted cot. The
security camera mounted in the far corner followed her as she
walked over to the plastic chair where her jacket rested. She knew
these cold, sparse rooms only too well. In another life, she’d been
treated for cuts and concussions in the EOO infirmary. Nothing
about the sterile, depressing rooms had changed.

She searched the inside jacket pocket for her
Marlboros. She’d started smoking since Cassady’s death; it seemed
the only thing that could stop her hands from shaking. Though it
was unhealthy and disgusting, she couldn’t find the strength to
care. Frustrated the pack wasn’t there, she looked up at the cam.
“Why the fuck am I here?”

Moments later, EOO Chief Administrator Montgomery
Pierce entered with two cups of coffee and wordlessly offered her
one.

“I want my cigarettes,” she said as she accepted the
steaming cup.

“You don’t need them.”

“Not in the mood to discuss my needs. Now, can I have
my damn smokes?”

Pierce glanced up at the cam and nodded.

Director of Training David Arthur, another member of
the EOO’s governing trio, came in and tossed the pack to Jack.
“Those’ll kill you.”

Jack snapped her fingers. “Damn, I knew I was
forgetting something,” she said with mock surprise. “In case you
hadn’t noticed, I was doing a stellar job at exactly that before
you interfered. Now, toss me the lighter, genius.”

Arthur threw her the Bic and Jack immediately lit a
cigarette. She sat on the bed and sipped her coffee. Both men
remained silent while they observed her.

“So, what’s with the silent movie?” She flicked her
ashes onto the floor. “You didn’t have to bring me all the way here
to off me. Even Arthur isn’t that dense.”

Arthur took a step toward Jack and was about to say
something when Pierce lifted his hand. “Don’t let her push your
buttons, David,” he said without looking at his colleague.

Arthur’s face and neck went beet red, clashing with
his copper-colored crew cut. “Ungrateful…” He clenched his fists.
“If it wasn’t for us—”

“If it wasn’t for you, I’d be better off and Cass
would be alive,” Jack replied.

“Wait outside, David,” Pierce ordered him. “I’ll call
you if necessary.”

Arthur mumbled something and left the room.

“Why am I here?” Jack stared down at her burning
cigarette.

“Do you remember anything?”

“Be more specific. I generally remember more than I’d
like.”

“We came to your house…or the remains of it,” Pierce
said, disgust evident in his voice.

“Yeah, I remember,” Jack replied. “The three of you
decided on an impromptu visit. Forgive me for not being the perfect
hostess and neglecting my domestic chores. Had I known you were
coming…” She shrugged. “I’d at least have burned the place
down.”

Pierce dismissed her remark with a wave of his hand.
“Do you remember why we were there?”

“Get to the point, Pierce.” Jack stood to face him.
“I clearly have gaps or I’d know why I’m here and how the fuck I
got back to this hell. Oh, and by the way, thank you very fucking
much for shooting me up.” She rubbed the sore spot on her neck
where the tranquilizer dart had hit her. “Slept like a baby.”

“I’m sorry about that, but you didn’t give us a
choice. You were about to—”

“I know damn well what I was about to do.” Despite
her drunken condition, she did remember going for her gun,
determined to end her misery. “What I don’t know is, why the fuck
you care.” Jack smiled and took a step closer to Pierce. “You’d
think I’d be doing you a favor.” She sucked on her cigarette.

Pierce never moved. “That’s not the case.” He looked
directly in her eyes.

“What is?” Jack inched nearer until they were a foot
apart. She took another deep drag on her cigarette and exhaled the
smoke in his face.

He never flinched. “I…we don’t want you dead,
Jaclyn.”

“What do you want?”

“We want your help.”

“With?”

“Finding Lynx…Cassady.”

Jack’s vision swam and for a moment she was dizzy on
her feet as she replayed his words in her mind. She must have
looked shocked because Pierce reached for her shoulder, but
withdrew his hand when she flinched. “What the hell are you talking
about? Cass is dead.”

“She’s alive. That’s why we came to see you, but you
didn’t give me a chance to—”

“Cass is what?”

“Alive.”

“Alive?” Jack hugged herself to steady her hands.

“Yes.”

It couldn’t be true. Either they had staged her death
and lied to everyone at Cassady’s memorial service, or they were
lying now about her being alive. Irrational thoughts swamped her
mind. None made sense. Furious, she lunged at Pierce, shoving him
hard in the chest. He rocked on his heels but remained upright and
didn’t strike back.

“You planned this all along. Let me believe she was
dead. What kind of a sick fuck are you?” she shouted.

“We hadn’t planned any of this. Turns out Andor Rózsa
kidnapped Cassady. He wants the money we took from his accounts in
exchange for her. The moment we found out, we came to you.”

Jack didn’t know if she should cry from happiness or
scream in frustration. It took all of her energy not to collapse.
Even the cigarette couldn’t stop her from shaking, so she dropped
it in Pierce’s coffee. “Where is she?”

“We don’t know.”

Jack started for the door. “I have to find her.”

He blocked her way. “I know, but—”

“Out of my way, Pierce.”

He didn’t move. “You’re going to need our help,
Jaclyn.”

“Thanks but no the fuck way.”

“Work with us.”

“I don’t need you to find her.”

“Yes, you do.” He replied with the same calm, placid
demeanor that always infuriated her. “We have the means.”

“I’ll find the means.”

“You can’t. He could be anywhere, and finding him
will mean using all of our resources. Even then…”

Jack willed herself not to push the old man aside. “I
told you I—”

“Jaclyn, we’re going after her with or without you.
But I don’t know anyone better suited for this mission.”

“Don’t talk to me about missions,” she spat. “That’s none of my business and
I’m sure as hell not going to work for you. My priority is Cass. I
don’t give a shit about you or your organization. It’s your fault
she’s in this mess to begin with.”

“I’m not asking you to work for us. I want you to work with us. Help us. We already have enough intel to get
us started.”

“Let me guess. Unless I agree to join your puppet
show you won’t share the goods.”

“Correct.”

Jack stepped closer until their noses almost touched.
“That’s blackmail, you bastard.”

His face remained expressionless, his tone
professional. “You’re emotionally involved in this one, Jaclyn. You
know what that means.”

“It means it’s none of your business.”

“It means you’ll be irrational. You’ll jeopardize
yourself.”

“You send men and women out there daily to do exactly
that,” she said. “You’ve trained them to believe that dying for
this organization is honorable. How is my dying for the woman I
love less worthy?”

“It’s not. But I’m saying you won’t be able to think
clearly. If you get yourself killed, you won’t be any good to
Cassady.”

“And how will working for you lessen my odds of
getting killed?”

“Special op Chase,” he replied.

“Landis…Coolidge?” Jack mumbled. She was surprised to
hear that name after so many years.

“Just you and her, with all the resources we can
offer and money can buy.”

“You want to assign me a babysitter?”

“A partner and friend. You’ve worked with her before.
You used to be close and you know she’s one of our best.”

Jack took a step back and ran her hands through her
hair. “I don’t think I can accept these terms. I…”

Pierce started to reach for her again but stopped.
“Jaclyn, listen to me. I know how you feel about us…about me. You
feel betrayed and you have every right to. What we did to you was
wrong, and I’ve never regretted anything more. If I could take it
all back I would, but—”

“Don’t push it, Pierce. I’m not buying a word of your
heartfelt remorse. Nothing you say about what happened then will
make a difference.”

Pierce looked away. “I know,” he said with an
uncharacteristic tone, his voice breaking. “I know. But…” He looked
at her. “This isn’t about me or the organization. This is about
Cassady, and I know how much you love her. I’m not asking you to do
this for me. I’m asking you to do it for her. Do it because you
want her back alive.”

Jack flinched when Pierce suddenly put his hand on
her shoulder.

“Do it because you know what it’ll do to her if you
get yourself killed,” he said.

Jack pulled away and walked to the opposite side of
the room. With her back to him, she stared down at the familiar
campus where she’d spent the first half of her life. The last time
she’d been here was for Cassady’s memorial service.

Damn. Pierce was right. She would need his help to
find Cass sooner rather than later. Her own resources would take
time and an exchange of favors with people she’d vowed never to
contact again. She’d left that life behind and doubted her
less-than-honorable “friends” would help her, anyway. Unless she
owed them, which she didn’t, they conveniently forgot any previous
favors or contracts she might have done for them. “Get
Coolidge.”

“We have a general meeting in an hour, and Coolidge
will be there.” Pierce frowned. She was in the same clothes they’d
found her in after a three-day drinking binge. “Get yourself
cleaned up. I’ll have someone bring you something to wear. You’ll
want to be there for this one.”

“You mean sit with your puppets?”

“My ops.”

“As what? Phantom’s ghost? They all think I’m dead.
Cass told me you never informed them about my resurrection.”

“That’s correct. You’re about to do that
yourself.”

Jack wasn’t sure she was up to this revelation. She
knew how most ops regarded treason or running away. Although many
had considered it, none ever actually did. Call it misplaced
loyalty or plain cowardice. No one ever left.

“Fine. Now get the hell out of here.”


Chapter Two

New York City

 


Heather Snyder leafed through the sketches for the
upcoming juniors’ line and sighed. After three years at Cesare
Chelline Fashions, a small design house in the Garment District,
she was still just a patternmaker, consigned to one of five large
workspaces in a factory-like room without a window. The new line
played it safe: trendy colors, conservative lines, everyday
fabrics. She longed for the day when someone important in the firm
seriously considered some of the dozens of more innovative designs
she’d come up with in her spare time. Her inspiration was Coco
Chanel, the legend behind the timeless little black dress. Heather,
too, favored simple but sophisticated outfits geared toward
comfortable elegance.

Like most in her industry, Heather dressed to
impress, regardless of her current low-level status at Chelline.
Her work wardrobe was classic, refined, and professional,
consisting mostly of well-tailored suits with feminine blouses,
understated jewelry, and matching pumps. Today’s dark-olive suit
and crème silk blouse—good colors for her gold-brown hair and hazel
eyes—were guaranteed to turn heads and elicit compliments.

She had an hour left in her shift when her cell phone
chimed, alerting her to a text message that read Dario at 7.

The text reminded her she hadn’t heard from Gigi
since her friend’s bizarre and disturbing phone call three weeks
earlier. Normally they met for coffee or breakfast at least once a
week to catch up, and she often got three or four texts as well,
chronicling Gigi’s latest escapades. As her worry grew, Heather
left several messages, all unreturned.

When the clock hit five, she hurried home to change
for her appointment. Her one-bedroom apartment on the fourth floor
of a Greenwich Village walk-up was clean and comfortable, if
cramped, and the view unspectacular. But the rent was reasonable
for Manhattan, and she loved the eclectic mix of artists, writers,
musicians, actors, and other creative types who comprised a good
portion of her neighbors.

After a quick shower, she perused her closet for a
sexy but stylish dress for the evening, settling on a clingy,
ink-blue number that showed off her legs and dipped low in front to
expose a tasteful amount of cleavage. High heels, musky perfume,
and a bit more makeup than she wore to her day job, and she was
ready.

She hailed a taxi and told the driver to take her to
Bemelmans. Ensconced within the prestigious Carlyle hotel, the
art-deco bar was her favorite of the half-dozen upscale watering
holes she frequented and never failed to provide a good selection
of possibilities for an evening’s entertainment.

Selecting a seat near one end of the impressive
black-granite bar, she ordered a Diet Coke and sipped it slowly.
Within the first half hour, three men approached and tried to chat
her up or buy her a drink, but none were suitable, so she deflected
their come-ons with polite but firm excuses. The fourth, a handsome
thirty-something businessman in a crisp blue suit, was more
promising and, in light of the advancing hour, worth her
attention.

“Good evening. Are you waiting for someone or can I
buy you a drink?” the dark-haired stranger asked.

She smiled at him and removed her purse and coat from
the adjacent bar stool, inviting him to sit. “I was rather hoping
you’d notice me,” she replied, eyeing him appreciatively. “I’m
Amber.”

“Mike.” With a pleased grin, he took the stool and
hailed the bartender. “Chivas 25, neat,” he told the man, “and
whatever my stunning friend would like.”

“I’m good for now.”

“Are you a native?” Mike asked as the bartender
poured his drink.

Heather nodded. “I live in the Village. You?”

“In town for a medical conference. I’m a
pharmaceutical rep.”

“Lucky me.” Heather raised her glass. “Here’s to
whatever fates brought us together. I’m in the mood for some fun
tonight, and I was beginning to think I’d have to go home without
company.”

Mike’s eyes lit up as they clinked glasses. “I can’t
believe you don’t have your pick. Are you an actress? Model?”

“That’s very sweet of you, Mike. But, no. You could
say I’m in the fantasy-fulfillment industry,” she replied coyly.
“Perhaps you’d care to discover more?”

Surprise registered briefly on his face, then his
eyes glinted in lustful anticipation. “Most definitely. I have a
suite here. Shall we continue this party in private?”

“I prefer my place, if you don’t mind. It’s not far,
and it’s…well stocked with everything we might need. Full bar…fun
accessories. One small catch, though. My boyfriend likes to watch,
and he’ll orchestrate the festivities. Does that work for you?”

Mike’s eyes narrowed as he considered her proposal.
He downed the remains of his Chivas and smiled. “Lead the way.”

They caught a cab, and as Heather gave the driver the
address of the brownstone owned by the Direct Connect escort
agency, she stroked Mike’s thigh provocatively. She was growing
weary of her part-time work as a high-class call girl, but at least
she only had to work one or two nights a week to make enough to
meet her obligations. The money she got from the men she picked up
was significant, but it was Dario, her regular and enigmatic
client, who provided the bulk of her additional income.

 


*

 


Mouchamps, France

 


Doctor Andor Rózsa closed the kitchen shutters of his
two-bedroom stone cottage, which did little to keep out the chill
wind seeping through the ancient windowpane. All the windows needed
upgrading and the fireplace required maintenance, too; it didn’t
draw right, and now and then a backdraft of smoke would waft
through the room. He hadn’t been here in many years and the place
suffered from lack of attention, but he didn’t dare allow a workman
inside as long as his prisoner remained chained in the
basement.

Andor had nowhere else to go, and this small village
in France was as good a place as any to lie low for a while. He’d
bought it under another name, in cash, and nothing in his records
or computer hard drives could lead anyone here. Interpol and who
knows how many other entities were trying to hunt him down for
unleashing the Charon virus, a lethal chimera of the H1N1 virus and
bubonic plague bacteria. His plan to infect millions had gone
exactly as anticipated, but just as he was about to cash in on his
scheme with the release of the antidote, his woman prisoner and her
associates had ruined everything. He’d lost his home in Budapest,
his job at a prestigious pharmaceutical lab, all his virus
formulas, the millions in his Grand Cayman account, and he’d even
had to blow up the secret lab where he developed his lethal
contagions and harvested organs for sale on the black market—the
side business that had financed his scheme.

His best option for getting out of this mess was his
prisoner. Though he still knew nothing about her or who she was
working for, he’d managed to obtain her cell phone when he Tasered
her in his office at the lab. He called back the number she had
dialed twice while searching his facility and was able to reach one
of her associates with his demands. She had to be a precious
commodity to her employer, given her incredible ability to find the
lab and break into his office to retrieve all his records and
lethal virus formulas.

He’d scored some necessary operating cash by
squeezing Dario Imperi—the man he’d been selling black-market
organs to in the US. Imperi had millions, and everything to lose if
Andor exposed him to authorities. He had kicked off his plan to
collect on what Imperi owed him two weeks earlier, not long after
the explosion in the lab, by mailing a greeting card to the man’s
PO box marked Personal. Contained within was a postcard of downtown
Budapest, with the words I’ll be in touch,
along with a fine dust that would ensure compliance with his
demands.

He’d followed up with a call to Imperi’s private
number a week later, using a cell phone outfitted with a
scrambler.

“Yes?”

“It’s your Hungarian associate.”

“You’re putting both of us in danger by contacting
me,” Imperi replied angrily.

“Calm down, my friend. I’ll not bother you further if
you cooperate. I merely want what you still owe me.”

“Cooperate? Are you mad? There’s far too much heat on
you for us to ever do business again.”

“You received my postcard?” Andor asked.

“What was that all about? What game are you
playing?”

“How are you feeling? Having headaches? Getting a
nagging cough that medicines are doing nothing to help?”

There was silence on the other end for several
seconds. When Imperi spoke again, Andor could hear the fear in his
voice. “What have you done?”

“I dusted the card with one of my formulas to ensure
your quick cooperation. As soon as you give me the fifty thousand
US you owe me for my last shipment, the antidote will be delivered
to you.”

“You’re insane! I can’t—”

“You can and you will, if you want to live more than
a few days.”

More silence. “It’ll take time for me to—”

“No. You’re going to transfer the funds right now. I
want to see the money in my account before we hang up. No
negotiations.” He recited the name of the bank and his new account
number, certain that Imperi was busily scribbling down the
information.

“How do I know you’ll hold up your end of the bargain
and won’t be trying this again?”

“You have my word. I’m a scientist, not a
criminal.”

“You’re a deranged idiot,” he heard Imperi mutter as
he waited, watching his online bank account for the deposit to be
completed. As soon as it was, he transferred the money to a second
Grand Cayman account, so Imperi couldn’t recover it or trace him.
“Always a pleasure doing business with you, Dario. And by the way,
you won’t need an antidote. You have a slightly altered strain of
the common cold and your symptoms should go away on their own in a
few more days.” Imperi was cursing as he hung up the phone.

The fifty grand would sustain him while he awaited
the big payoff from his prisoner’s associates. Andor glanced at his
watch. Time to feed the captive. He hated having to deal with her
himself—the stench down there was unbearable, and he’d always had
staff to deal with the wretched human animals he’d held captive for
his virus trials in the lab.


Chapter Three

Cassady Monroe scrutinized the bare room yet again as
she paced the few steps the length of heavy chain allowed, though
she’d already memorized every detail of the space. She was weak and
dehydrated, and her right wrist was raw and sore from the thick
shackle that bound her to the chain.

Andor Rózsa had kidnapped her and kept her alive for
reasons she couldn’t understand, and every time she asked him
questions he ignored her. He never talked to her at all, for that
matter. She vaguely remembered him hovering over her very early in
this nightmare, asking her questions, but she’d been so heavily
drugged she couldn’t recall anything specific.

Since then, he came only briefly once a day, his
heavy descending steps announcing dinnertime. He would open the
door and signal her to sit, and only then place a cup of water and
a bowl of soggy oatmeal on the floor far enough away that she’d
have to fully extend her body to reach them. His ascending steps
always precipitated another loss of the hope she clung to, hope
that he’d free her or tell her why she was here.

She’d ascertained only that she was in a basement.
The walls were bare concrete blocks, devoid of windows. Constant
humidity hung in the air, the place reeked of mold, and the
pendulous bulb in the center of the room gave a depressing sepia
color to an already wretched environment. She didn’t know how she
got here, where here was, and at this
point had even started to lose track of how long she’d been
captive. Besides drugging her for however long, he’d taken her
watch and cell phone, so time had blurred.

Most distressing of all was her knowledge of what
Rózsa was capable of. He’d had no qualms about killing millions
with his virus or experimenting on how many untold unfortunates in
his lab. Was he keeping her for some kind of new experiment? And if
so, what further hell might she have to endure?

Her EOO training had drilled in her to never give up,
but what did that mean under these circumstances? She would never
go down without a fight, but she had no one, nothing to fight
against. Her only option to end this madness seemed to be to stop
eating and drinking and let nature take its course, but choosing
that way out went against her nature.

Her only source for solace was Jack and the memory of
their brief time together. The dimple on Jack’s cheek when she
smiled, and, God, how Cassady loved to make her smile, sustained
her now. As long as she concentrated on Jack’s image, recalling
every freckle and scar, her mind should remain intact.

She licked her chapped lips and sat back down on the
dirty blanket, a rag that clearly once belonged to a dog. Just as
well, she thought, since her own odor had become unbearable. She
hadn’t been allowed to wash since her arrival to nowhere, and her clothes never seemed to dry from the
extreme humidity. Aside from the blanket, the only item in the room
was the bucket he’d supplied for her bodily needs.

As she leaned against the cold brick wall, her
stomach rumbled and she placed her hand on it. As with any part of
her body that hurt, she would pretend her own touch was Jack’s
hand. She shut her eyes and dozed until the sound of boots awakened
her. By now, she knew exactly how many steps before he entered the
room. Seven. She counted down and sat up as the familiar noise of a
heavy bar and the clanging sound of his keys echoed through the
small space.

Rózsa entered and Cassady, as usual, remained very
still. She didn’t want to startle or anger him and lose any
opportunity to make him talk. He avoided eye contact at all times,
but always stood at the door to inspect the room and her
bucket.

The stench in the basement was so overpowering Rózsa
wrinkled his nose in disgust and kept his mouth slightly open to
avoid breathing through his nose. He stared at the bucket for
several seconds before apparently deciding he could no longer avoid
the loathsome task of emptying it. He set down the oatmeal and
water by the door, picked up the bucket while watching her warily,
and left briefly to complete his task. He repeated this pattern
every few days. Once he’d come back with the bucket, he would give
her the food and water, then depart again.

She needed to make him see her as a human being, so
today, after he’d emptied the waste and as he approached with her
food, she spoke to him in a soft, pleading voice. “Please, Andor.
Look at me. Please.”

Instead, he paused where he was and raised his head
to stare at the ceiling above her.

“Please tell me why I’m here,” she said calmly.

He didn’t answer, but she was heartened when he
didn’t move or immediately place her bowl and cup on the ground. It
was the first break in the routine—the one time he’d prolonged his
visit beyond mere seconds. Maybe he was ready to talk, or at least
nod. Maybe he’d started to trust she wouldn’t get up or attack
him.

“Do you want something from me?” She spoke softly.
“Just tell me why I’m here and if I can help you.”

He didn’t acknowledge her, but at least he didn’t
leave. He stared at the ceiling like a statue. Maybe she needed to
try a new line of questioning. Something to at least get her out of
this room and give her some idea where she was. For the first time
she felt like she’d found the key to that heavy metal door.

“Can I please wash myself?” She tried not to sound
demanding. “I promise I won’t try anything. You can trust me. I’ve
never tried to hurt you. Just a few minutes to wash up.”

Although he remained motionless, his gaze shifted to
the right—a good sign he was considering her proposition.

“I’ll be very fast,” she assured him.

Without a word, Rózsa left, still carrying her
oatmeal and water. She stared at the closed door as she heard him
lock but not bolt the door. What was he up to? He ascended the
stairs, then returned. When he came back, he had only another
bucket in his hand, full of water and with a sponge floating on the
surface.

The meager hope the break in routine had given her
evaporated as he set the bucket down, leaving her more disappointed
than she’d been since she arrived. “What about food?”

He turned and departed without acknowledging her in
any way. The sound of the lock and bolt had never resonated
louder.

 


*

 


Southwestern Colorado

Earlier that day

 


Jack pulled on the jeans and navy-blue T-shirt the
nurse had delivered and left the infirmary with trepidation.
Unhurriedly, she made her way to the administration building.
Although she couldn’t wait to get her hands on whatever intel the
EOO had and be on her way with Coolidge, she wasn’t in the mood for
reunions and explanations. She had no doubt her presence would
shock or appall the other ops, and she abhorred having to confront
their disdain or discomfort. Stepping back into a world she had
largely managed to forget disquieted her, to say the least.

Though she’d returned to the remote campus for
Cassady’s memorial service two weeks earlier, she’d avoided any
interaction with other ops. While they were upstairs eulogizing her
lover, she’d remained isolated outside on the swing set. She needed
to grieve in drunken solitude, and the swing set was where she felt
closest to Cassady. When they were both living at the school—Jack
about to graduate and Cassady still barely into her teens—she’d
often watched her blond angel swinging back and forth, laughing and
carefree, still blissfully unaware of what she would be called to
do when she became an operative.

Now, as she walked the grounds, she couldn’t help but
reflect on her own formative years at the Rocky Mountain campus,
which operated under the guise of a private boarding school. Since
1952, the complex of dorms, classrooms, and training facilities
contained within the razor-wire-tipped fence had housed and trained
an elite fighting force virtually unknown to the world at large.
Hand-selected from orphanages worldwide and raised within the
compound, the best of the ops became ETFs—agents of the Elite
Tactical Force, assigned to missions outside the reach of normal
law enforcement.

To her knowledge, she’d been the only agent who’d
gotten out before her sanctioned retirement. Except for Cassady’s
memorial service, she hadn’t been back since faking her death ten
years earlier. Not only would most of the ops waiting inside view
her as a traitor, at least one had justifiable reasons to want her
dead because of her intervening work as a mercenary.

She was buzzed in as soon as she reached the entrance
to the neo-Gothic administration building. Normally, one needed a
hand and retina ID to get in, but Pierce was apparently keeping an
eye out for her arrival. Great, big brother is
already watching.

Jack took the stairs to the second-floor conference
room. Four ops—two young men and two women—lingered in the hallway
outside. Pierce and the other two EOO administrators were nowhere
in sight.

One of the ops, a tall brunette, turned as she
approached. “I don’t think I’ve seen you before,” the woman said.
Jack remembered her. Mishael Taylor—Agent Allegro—was an adrenaline
junkie who specialized in breaking and entering. Always a
troublemaker with a big mouth, but mostly harmless.

“I’m Jack Norris.”

“Should I know you?” Allegro asked.

Great. Now all of them were looking at her. “No, you
shouldn’t,” she replied. “But you probably do.”

Allegro smirked. “Riddles before my fourth cup of
coffee make me—”

“Don’t play with her, Norris,” one of the men
interjected. “She’ll get hyper and make us all regret getting out
of bed this morning.” The rest laughed.

“You seem familiar,” the other woman said, an agent
with short, dark hair and olive skin. She didn’t ring any of Jack’s
bells, and neither did the men, but that was probably because of
the age difference. They were all thirty at most, at least ten
years younger than she was. “I’m Gianna.”

“I doubt you would remember me,” Jack replied. “I
haven’t been around for years.”

“But I’d remember,” Allegro said, peering at her
suspiciously. She turned toward the doorway to the conference room
a few steps away. “Yo! Luka, come out here a sec.”

Luka Madison, aka Domino, emerged stirring a cup of
coffee. “What now, lunatic?” she asked, rolling her eyes at
Allegro.

“She seem familiar?” Allegro nodded her head in
Jack’s direction.

In that split second before Domino noticed her, their
last interactions three years earlier flashed through Jack’s mind.
Jack had been working for Terrence Burrows then, a corrupt
politician who wanted to bring down the EOO. Under his direction,
she’d not only tried to kill Domino, she’d also kidnapped the op’s
partner—journalist Hayley Ward. Only Domino’s quick reflexes and
resourcefulness had saved them both.

“What the—” Domino froze and her eyes widened in
stunned recognition. The coffee cup recently in her hand shattered
on the floor. She clenched her fists and started toward Jack, fury
blazing in her blue-gray eyes. “What the hell are you doing
here?”

Jack wasn’t surprised Domino recognized her. Her hair
was much shorter now than when they’d last met, but the distinctive
scar, an inch and a half long, that ran from beneath her left
cheekbone to the corner of her mouth, gave her away. “I didn’t know
it was you,” Jack quietly replied. “I had no idea you were in the
room with Burrows, or that Ward was with you.”

“Who the hell are you?” Domino got right in her face,
challenging her to make the first move. Jack had a good three
inches height advantage over her, and Domino didn’t look to be in
top physical condition. She had dark circles under her eyes and was
thinner than she remembered. But Jack remained silent and unmoving.
She knew she deserved whatever was coming.

Her lack of reaction only infuriated Domino more.
“How dare you walk in here and—”

Allegro came up behind the op and put a hand on her
shoulder. “Luka, what’s going on here?”

“This bitch used to work for Burrows,” Domino said,
her voice so loud the agents gathered in the conference room were
beginning to spill out into the hallway to find out what the
commotion was about. “She tried to kill me and kidnapped
Hayley.”

“What? How?” Allegro stuttered. She glared at Jack,
her own rising anger evident in the sudden twitch of her jaw
muscles. “Is this true?”

“Yes, it’s true,” Domino shouted, still toe-to-toe
with Jack. “Operation Eclipse. Tell her.”

“It
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