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Heart of a Killer

Contract killer Santana Masters doesn’t need anyone
or anything except her next assignment and the lucrative payment
that goes with it. Her life is just the way she likes it,
well-ordered and intentionally devoid of emotion. Then a chance
meeting with a beautiful stranger tempts her to do the one thing
she’s always managed to avoid: fall in love.

 


Tech company CEO Brooklyn DiVincenzo’s world is
rocked when she witnesses her best friend’s brutal murder. Instead
of turning to her dysfunctional family for support, she seeks
comfort from someone who doesn’t have a stake in how she feels—the
alluring and dangerous Santana Masters, who keeps her own feelings
carefully locked away.

 


Brooklyn’s decision to trust Santana might end up
costing more than just her heart.


What Reviewers Say About Yolanda Wallace’s Work

Tailor-Made

 


“An enjoyable romance that hit several harder-to-find
demographics in the lesbian romance market: a religiously observant
protagonist, an interracial relationship, and a
gender-nonconforming protagonist.”—Veronica Koven-Matasy,
Librarian, Boston Public Library

 


“Wallace has proven to be a varied writer who crafts
diverse characters in a wide range of settings, and this take on a
simple, sweet, butch/femme love story really showcases her soft
writing style and firm grasp of lesbian romance. This story reads
easily and flows smoothly. It had me smiling from the first
page”—Love Bytes Reviews

 


 


True Colors

 


“[In True Colors], Robby has three jobs, none
of which is likely to endear her to the President or his advisors.
As well as working in her friend’s shop, she also writes a
pseudonymous political blog and performs as a go-go dancer in a
popular lesbian bar. When [the President’s daughter] Taylor asks
her on a date, Robby at first thinks only of the gossip she might
pick up for her blog. As the two grow closer, however, Robby—as
well as Taylor—has to work out how much, if any, of her life she is
prepared to sacrifice for love. I really enjoyed this book. …I
definitely want to investigate this author’s back catalogue as soon
as I get some spare reading time.”—The Good, The Bad and The
Unread

 


 


Divided Nation, United Hearts

 


“I found myself totally immersed in the story of Wil
Fredericks, a woman who runs away to join the Union army disguised
as a man and meets the woman of her dreams. …Yolanda Wallace has
managed to write a wonderful love story set against the worst of
times. I loved it and highly recommend this book. Five
stars!”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog

 


 “Divided Nations, United Hearts delivers on its
promise.”—Just Love Reviews
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“This story is intense, exciting, a bit erotic,
romantic and very, very good!!”—Prism Book Alliance

 


“Ms. Wallace as always delivers an entertaining read
that is fun and well researched. Thrill seekers, this is your
book.”—The Romantic Reader Blog

 


 


Break Point

 


“Wallace captures the spirit of the time, from the
changing attitudes of the Great Depression, to the terrifying
oppression of the Third Reich, working in real events and people to
construct a vibrant setting. The romance is strong…”—Publishers
Weekly

 


“I adored this book. I’m not big into tennis but I
cared about both of the main characters. I like that they both
basically stuck to their morals to do the right thing rather than
the thing that people were trying to make them do instead.”—Blow
Pop’s Book Reviews

 


“[Break Point] is so full of suspense, gads I
nearly bit my fingernails to the quick! The characters are so easy
to care about. The near constant anxiety as I worried endlessly for
Meike’s life was almost too intense. It was interesting to see
Helen grow and so painful to see what Meike was put through but
when they were together it was such a relief!”—Prism Book
Alliance

 


“Break Point is a heart wrenching story set at
the height of WWII with a refreshing perspective—of Germans who do
not endorse of the actions of Hitler and his henchmen and of an
American being manipulated by an FBI agent for government purposes.
This is countered with the love story of two people, who might be
destined to find completion together, but first, they must overcome
obstacles that sometimes seem impossible—a compelling tale of
history and compassion, destiny and enduring love.”—Lambda
Literary Review

 


“If you are a sports fan this book will definitely
appeal to you. …[A] well written tale.”—The Romantic Reader
Blog

 


 


The War Within

 


“The War Within has a masterpiece quality to
it. It’s a story of the heart told with heart—a story to be
savored—and proof that you’re never too old to find (or rediscover)
true love.”—Lambda Literary Review
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“Prepare to be thrilled by a love story filled with
high adventure as they move toward an ending as turbulent as the
weather on a Himalayan peak.”—Lambda Literary Review
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“Yolanda Wallace is a great writer. Her character
work is strong, the story is compelling, and the pacing is so good
that I found myself tearing through the book within a day and a
half.”—The Lesbian Review
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“The writing was possibly the best I’ve seen for the
modern lesfic genre, and the premise and setting was intriguing. I
would recommend this one.”—The Lesbrary
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at what they did, though some seemed to take more pleasure in it
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inspired by John Wick, the haunted hit man so memorably played by
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no puppies are harmed in the pages that follow. I hope to spend
more time with Santana in the future, but I will be sure to ask her
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without you.
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to indulge and, in most cases, fuel my fantasies.


Dedication

To Dita,

 


You slay me.


Prologue

Santana Masters was good at her job. Great, in fact.
That didn’t mean she had to like it. Every time she pulled the
trigger, she felt a piece of herself die along with her victims.
She hadn’t chosen this life, but she had to keep living it until
she finally repaid the debt she had incurred long ago.

She took a few deep breaths to slow her heart rate,
peered through the scope on her rifle, and waited for her target to
appear in her crosshairs. Jeong Park was a high-ranking cabinet
official who had apparently reached the limits of his usefulness.
The cash-strapped government of the rogue nation he called home had
placed a seven-figure price tag on his head, and it was time for
her to collect the bounty. She would receive only a small
percentage of the payout. The rest would be deducted from what she
owed. By her reckoning, that amount should have zeroed out years
ago, but her handler seemed to think otherwise and, unfortunately,
he had the last word. She had to keep going until he finally gave
her permission to stop. If she didn’t, she would lose everything
she loved. Permanently this time.

By nature, her profession had a limited timeline.
Its proponents could stay sharp for only so long before their
skills started to erode. She had been in the game since she was
fifteen years old. That was almost twenty years ago. How long would
it be before a younger, more ruthless version of herself came
along? How long would it be before she, like Park, would be
considered extraneous? Before she became the target instead of the
shooter. Probably sooner rather than later, but she didn’t have
time to think about that now.

“Take the shot and get out” was her mantra for a
reason. It helped her stay focused and didn’t leave any room for
doubt. Hesitation could get her caught. Getting caught could get
her killed. And despite how much she hated her life, she wasn’t
ready for it to end.

Unlike most targets, Park had made her job easy for
her. A creature of habit, he never instructed his driver to take
any alternate routes as they made their way around their nation’s
capital. He also stuck to the same daily schedule he had kept since
his nephew had appointed him to his current office. The same nephew
who was now paying to have him killed. Apparently, not all family
squabbles could be solved sitting around the dinner table.

Today was Saturday, which meant Park would put in a
cursory appearance at his office before spending the afternoon with
his mistress, a member of the state-run media who was either about
to become part of the story or part of the cover-up. Santana didn’t
plan on sticking around long enough to find out which.

She felt a surge of adrenaline course through her
body when Park’s limo pulled into view. She tamped down her
emotions so her hands would remain steady. She had set up her
sniper position more than half a mile from the apartment building
Park’s car was currently idling in front of. At that distance, the
slightest deviation in her aim would alter the trajectory of her
shot by several feet, not a few inches. Close-range kills were
easier. Long-distance ones posed more of a challenge.

Syncing her breathing with the rhythm of her
heartbeat, she waited for Park to exit the vehicle. The air was
still, meaning she wouldn’t have to make many adjustments to her
shot She resisted aiming for where Park was now and anticipated
where he would be in the time it would take for the projectile to
hit home. She had been watching his comings and goings long enough
that she didn’t have to guess where he would move next. She already
knew.

“Take the shot and get out.”

Her breath puffed in the frigid air as she said the
words. She had been lying prone on the nearly frozen ground for
over an hour, but she no longer felt the cold. She pulled the
trigger, waited for the burst of blood and gore that signaled she
had hit her mark, then did what she did best: she disappeared.

She disassembled her rifle, collected the spent
shell casing, and policed the area to make sure she had left no
trace of her presence behind. She had already stashed a QBZ-95 near
the demilitarized zone, allowing her benefactors an opportunity to
blame either Chinese or South Korean operatives for the
assassination. The bullpup-style automatic rifle fired a much
smaller round than the military grade weapon she had used, but in
certain parts of the world, the story was much more important than
the facts.

No matter. The “truth” would sort itself out
eventually. In the meantime, she had a plane to catch. She could
finally allow herself to relax once she got to Japan. Tokyo, one of
the most populous cities in the world, was a convenient place for
her to get lost before she slipped back into the shadows while she
waited for her next assignment.

In Tokyo, there were not only plenty of people but
plenty of places to party. As soon as she made her way across the
heavily fortified two-and-a-half-mile swath of land that lay
between her and her getaway vehicle, she would find one. She had
earned a chance to let her hair down, and she meant to take it.


Chapter One

Brooke Vincent liked being the center of attention.
Brooklyn DiVincenzo, on the other hand, did not. Brooke Vincent was
a glamorous tech company CEO who had never encountered a party she
couldn’t crash. Brooklyn DiVincenzo was a geeky computer nerd whose
idea of a perfect evening was sitting cross-legged on her couch in
her favorite pj’s while she wrote lines of code and ate a pint of
chocolate chip cookie dough ice cream. Brooke Vincent was a
sophisticated world traveler. Brooklyn DiVincenzo was the youngest
member of a close-knit middle class family who hadn’t been expected
to acquire either the ways or the means to escape the confines of
the New York borough for which she had been named.

As unlikely as it might seem to some, Brooke and
Brooklyn were one and the same.

Brooklyn became Brooke whenever it was expedient.
When she needed to deliver an energetic speech to motivate her
employees or when she needed to make a few provocative statements
on social media to get her company some much-needed press
attention. As far as she was concerned, there was no such thing as
bad publicity. Not as long as it accomplished her goal of raising
her company’s profile and its bottom line at the same time.

She was in Tokyo for a tech convention.
Representatives from companies headquartered all around the world
had convened to offer sneak peeks at some of the innovations they
were working on, share a couple of drinks, and kick a few ideas
around while they were at it.

Everyone was there. From the billion-dollar
conglomerates whose success she hoped to mirror as well as the
smaller companies with whom she often competed for contracts and
employees. She and her team were holding their own, but she looked
forward to the day when they could finally pull ahead of their
peers instead of keeping pace with them.

These kinds of events were necessary but exhausting.
Brooklyn had been on for three days now. Tonight was New Year’s
Eve, and she wanted to celebrate it as herself.

Her hotel was located in Tokyo’s Shibuya district,
which was illuminated by the bright lights that made the city seem
like a cross between Times Square and the Vegas Strip. The
four-star dwelling featured nine restaurants, an art gallery, and
four bars.

In Japan, the New Year holiday, known as Shōgatsu,
was traditionally a quiet, solemn affair. Many people returned to
their hometowns to spend time with their families, share moments of
quiet reflection, and make plans for the coming year. Western-style
celebrations, complete with fireworks and countdown parties, were
becoming more popular, however. A fact made obvious by the large
number of people Brooklyn spotted wearing festive hats and
sunglasses after she left the quiet confines of her hotel room.

Bypassing the rowdy dance clubs and karaoke bars,
which were already crowded with revelers, she headed to the main
bar on the hotel’s top floor. The ten thousand yen cover charge,
which converted to around ninety US dollars, entitled her to a
welcome cocktail, all the sushi she could eat, a complimentary
champagne toast when the clock struck midnight, and unlimited
access to some of the best views in the city.

She snagged a cherry blossom martini from a passing
waiter’s tray and took a seat at a small table near the
floor-to-ceiling window. A game show that was long on visuals and
seemingly short on rules was playing on the flat-screen TV behind
the bar. To her right lay the city of Tokyo in all its Technicolor
glory. She sipped her drink while she watched dozens of digital ads
assault her senses. Normally, she would have been overwhelmed by
the visual overload, but the refreshing combination of sugar and
alcohol in her cocktail provided the perfect counterpoint to the
kinetic imagery.

She held up her glass, which was filled with sake,
plum wine, cranberry juice, and a splash of soda.

“To all the people who said I would never reach this
point. Look at me now.”

She hadn’t achieved all the goals she had set for
herself, but she was well on her way. She had a foothold in the
tech industry, she had a solid business plan, and she was starting
to be noticed by all the right people. The next step would be
taking her company public. It would most likely never be on par
with the corporate giants like Apple and Microsoft, but she could
dream.

“A woman as beautiful as you are shouldn’t be
drinking alone. May I join you?”

Brooklyn dragged her eyes away from the view. Her
gaze came to rest on a short, sweaty man in a too-tight suit and an
off-kilter tie. Though the night was relatively young, he had
obviously already had one too many. His cheeks were dotted with
color, making him look like one of the rag dolls Brooklyn had once
possessed when she was younger.

“I’m fine on my own. Thanks.”

The man moved closer instead of walking away. “Are
you waiting for someone? If you are, I can keep you company until
he arrives. If you aren’t, lucky me.”

Brooklyn hated persistent suitors. Some people
simply couldn’t understand the concept that no matter how politely
it was worded, a refusal was still a refusal.

“You have to kiss someone at midnight,” the man said
with a smile even oilier than his product-drenched locks. “It might
as well be me.”

He pulled out the chair across from her. Before he
could take a seat, a woman sporting an expensive haircut and an
even more expensive designer suit placed a hand on his arm.

“I think the lady would like to be alone tonight.
Why don’t you take the hint and leave her that way?”

The woman’s tone was measured, but her voice
commanded attention. So did the rest of her. She was tall and
broad-shouldered. Her fitted dress shirt hugged her trim form. And,
God, was she gorgeous. She looked like a freaking matinee idol. Not
one of the slew of interchangeable celebrities that currently
dotted the entertainment landscape. More like a timeless classic
from yesteryear.

Intrigued, Brooklyn waited to see how the scene
taking place before her would play out. She hoped her unwanted
admirer would take the hint because it would definitely suck to see
her knight in shining armor end up falling on her sword.

“No offense,” he said, “but I saw her first.”

He tried to jerk his arm free, sloshing some of his
drink on Brooklyn’s table in the process. Still, the woman held on.
Her smile was pleasant—charming, in fact—but the white-knuckled
grip she held on the man’s arm was anything but.

“Let’s not allow this to get ugly, shall we?” the
woman asked.

The man’s defiant expression morphed into one of
uncertainty then one of pain. “No problem.” His voice was at least
an octave higher than its previous pitch. Brooklyn smiled at its
cartoon-like quality. She abhorred violence, but she had to admit
she was a little turned on by the woman’s effortless display of
power. “She’s all yours.”

“I’m so glad we could reach an understanding.”

The woman finally released her grip and the man
slunk away, rubbing his arm as if trying to take away the pain.

The woman turned back to Brooklyn and gave a courtly
bow. Drop-dead gorgeous and chivalrous to boot. So far, she was two
for two. “I apologize for the disturbance.”

“Totally not your fault. Thanks for interceding the
way you did.”

“It was the least I could do.”

Modest, too. Make that three for three. “Do you make
a habit out of rescuing damsels in distress?”

“You strike me as many things, but a damsel in
distress certainly isn’t one of them.”

The woman’s words seemed sincere, not a transparent
attempt to stroke her ego as she tried to convince her to fall into
bed. Not that she’d have to do much convincing. “Thank you for the
compliment.”

“More like a statement of fact.” The woman held
Brooklyn’s gaze as she waited for her words to sink in. Damn, she
was smooth. “Enjoy your evening.”

The woman turned to leave. As much as Brooklyn
wanted to enjoy the view as she watched her walk away, she didn’t
want to see her go. She held out a hand to stop her. “Will you
allow me to buy you a drink to express my appreciation for your act
of chivalry?”

The woman flashed that charming smile again. “If
you’re offering, I’m not about to turn down a free drink.”

Brooklyn caught a roving waitress’s eye. “What would
you like?” she asked as the waitress made her way over to their
table.

The woman claimed the seat across from Brooklyn.
“Scotch. Neat. A twenty-year-old single malt if they have it.
Twelve if they don’t.”

Classic. Understated. Brooklyn had no idea who this
woman was, but she liked her style. Her dark hair was short and
parted on one side, making her look like a distaff Cary Grant. She
didn’t have the legendary actor’s English accent, but her bearing
and mannerisms were just as suave as his had been on the silver
screen.

“Thank you for the drink,” the woman said after the
waitress left to fill their order.

“I think my expense account can afford to take the
hit.”

The woman’s smile turned playful. The first time
during their brief time together that Brooklyn had seen her let her
guard down. The stoic guardian angel thing had its merits, but this
was a good look, too. “I won’t tell your boss if you don’t.”

“Too late,” Brooklyn said with a wink. “She already
knows.”

“The woman at the top of the food chain, huh?”

“Guilty as charged.”

“Color me impressed. And thank you for confirming my
suspicions about you.”

“Who do I have to thank for coming to my
rescue?”

The woman’s gray eyes sparkled with a hint of
mischievousness. “On a night like this in a setting like this, I
find anonymity works best, don’t you?”

If Brooklyn had thought the woman couldn’t possibly
get any more alluring, she had been woefully off the mark.

“I like a bit of mystery every now and then,” she
said, “but I have to call you something. How about Tall, Dark, and
Handsome? Does that work?”

“TDH for short. What shall I call you?”

Brooklyn thought for a moment. She wanted to play
the game TDH had drawn her into, but she didn’t want to blurt out
the first name that came to mind. Outside, a few flakes of snow had
begun to fall, reminding her of a character in one of her favorite
animated movies.

“You can call me Olaf.”

“An inspired choice, I must say.” TDH unleashed a
throaty laugh as she extended her hand. “I’m pleased to meet you,
Olaf.” Even though Brooklyn could tell she was holding back, TDH’s
grip was strong. Almost crushing. No wonder her wannabe Romeo had
run away with his proverbial tail tucked between his legs.

Brooklyn’s father had taught her to appreciate the
value of a good handshake. TDH’s showed she had enough confidence
in her own power not to be intimidated by someone else’s.

“What would you like to drink to?” TDH asked after
the waitress set a highball glass filled with Scotch on the
table.

“The kindness of strangers,” Brooklyn said without
hesitation.

TDH gently tapped her sturdy glass against
Brooklyn’s more fragile one. “A worthy sentiment, to be sure.”

“What brings you to Tokyo?”

Brooklyn thought the question was fairly innocuous,
but TDH gave it careful consideration before she replied.

“I was on a business trip. Japan provided a
convenient layover on my way home. I’m flying out tomorrow morning.
I wasn’t planning on meeting anyone tonight. I just didn’t want to
ring in the new year alone.”

“Great minds think alike.” Brooklyn felt lucky to
have met someone who was on the same page. “Where’s home?”

TDH waved a hand dismissively. “A tiny speck in the
Pacific you’ve most likely never heard of. It’s on the map, but you
have to know what you’re looking for to be able to find it.”

“That sounds remote. I’m part of a large family and
I live and work in New York City. I can’t imagine not being
surrounded by dozens of people at all times. On second thought,
that sounds heavenly. Do you have room on your flight for one
more?”

“I’m afraid I’ll have to refer you to a travel agent
for the answer to that question. Would you like to get something to
eat? I hear this hotel makes a salmon roll that’s to die for.”

“Yes, let’s.”

The scrumptious buffet was the main reason Brooklyn
had eschewed pajamas and room service for a little black dress and
heels. After she and TDH made their way through the buffet line,
they returned to their table and chatted amiably while they
ate.

TDH asked more questions than she answered. By the
time the clock neared midnight, Brooklyn felt certain her gorgeous
protector knew much more about her than the other way around. Not
that there was anything wrong with that. In fact, it gave her
something to look forward to the next time they saw each other. If
there was a next time.

“I’m sorry for monopolizing the conversation,” she
said. “I feel like I’ve spent the past two hours babbling about
myself. You must think I’m the ultimate narcissist.”

“Far from it. I’ve enjoyed having a chance to get to
know you.”

“I would love a chance to return the favor. I don’t
even know what you do for a living.”

“Does it matter?”

“Where I’m from, your occupation defines you. When
you strike up a conversation with someone, the first question
usually isn’t What’s your name? but Who do you work
for?”

“Then I suppose you could consider me a bit of a
free agent.”

“I suspected as much.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You seem like someone who’s used to calling her own
shots.”

“You’re very perceptive.” A small smile played
across TDH’s handsome face. “Remind me not to attempt to hide
anything from you.”

The comment could have been innocuous or it could
have been an invitation for a return engagement. Not bothering to
analyze TDH’s words too carefully, Brooklyn dug a pen out of her
clutch bag, wrote her cell phone number on a cocktail napkin, and
slid the napkin across the table. Sharing her business card would
have been easier, but she didn’t want to break the rules TDH had
established for what was turning out to be an incredibly sexy
game.

“If you’re ever in New York, dial that number and
ask for Olaf.”

TDH glanced at the napkin, then slipped it into the
inside pocket of her suit jacket. “I’ll do that.”

As the crowd counted down the waning seconds to the
new year, Brooklyn felt absurdly giddy. In that moment, everything
was fraught with possibility. Even a chance meeting with a complete
stranger.

When the countdown reached zero and couples all
around them celebrated the moment with kisses ranging from chaste
to passionate, Brooklyn ached to do the same. She didn’t make a
move in that direction, though, because she was fairly certain her
breath reeked of wasabi and raw fish. She had spent the past two
hours trying to make a good impression. She didn’t want to sabotage
all her hard work before she had a chance to make a lasting
one.

She pressed her lips to TDH’s cheek, then whispered
in her ear. “Thank you once again for coming to my rescue. If we’re
fortunate enough to meet again, I hope it’s under much more
pleasant—and pleasurable—circumstances.”

And if she had anything to say about it, it
certainly would be.


Chapter Two

Santana typically worked out wearing a sports bra and
a pair of loose-fitting shorts. Aside from her bright yellow
running shoes, today she had opted for all black. The sun felt good
as it beat down on her bare shoulders, arms, and back. The light
sheen of sweat on her skin helped keep her cool as she ran.

She glanced at her sports watch to check her
progress. She had put in fifteen miles so far and had another five
to go. She preferred shorter distances, but she often liked to test
her limits. Sometimes, she simply wanted to enjoy the view. Today
was one of those days.

The island nation of ’Ohe Sojukokoro was so small
she could circle it during a long run. She had tried on many
countries for size, but ’Ohe Sojukokoro was the only one that felt
like home. Its name, composed of the Polynesian word for bamboo and
the Yoruba word for cove, was as beautiful as the country itself.
According to local folklore, its founding family was a native
princess and an east African warrior who was swept out to sea and
ended up shipwrecked on an island thousands of miles away from
home.

Though she hadn’t been born there, ’Ohe Sojukokoro
spoke to her in a way no other place did. She and the country
shared some of the same qualities, namely multicultural roots and a
fiercely independent spirit. She had found it purely by accident
when she had eavesdropped on a conversation between a couple of
surfers in an airport bar while she waited out a layover between
assignments. The moment she had touched down for the first time,
she had known she would never leave. Not for good, anyway. Though
work frequently called her away, she always came back. She always
would.

She could be herself here, not one of the myriad of
identities she assumed whenever the situation warranted. As she
jogged past their places of business, the shopkeepers greeted her
by name, making her feel like a local instead of a tourist.

“Slow down, my sistah,” David Kahale said as she
neared the Kon-Tiki Bar and Grill, the most popular restaurant on
the island. “You’re running like someone’s chasing you.”

Sometimes she felt that way, too. She had been
trying to outrun her past practically since the day she was born.
One day, she hoped to finally get ahead of it.

“Save me a seat at the bar for lunch,” she said
without breaking stride. “I’ll be back as soon as I freshen
up.”

“I’ll be sure to double whatever you order,” David
said. “After a workout like that, you’re gonna need it.”

“Thanks, David. You’re a man after my own
heart.”

His hearty laugh propelled her on her way. She
picked up her pace as she began the last phase of her run. The
steep incline provided a serious test of her endurance. The first
time she had tried to navigate the route, her spirit had been
willing, but her rubbery legs and burning lungs had had other
ideas. Now that failure served as motivation. That and the
sprawling house that topped the hill.

No matter how tired she was when she reached this
point, she always felt a rush of energy when her house came into
view. On paper, she appeared to possess many things, but her house
was the only thing that truly belonged to her. More like a fortress
than a home, the five thousand square foot structure was filled
with enough high-tech toys to keep her entertained and a
state-of-the-art security system designed to keep her safe. Though
she took pains to avoid drawing attention to herself, she wasn’t
foolish enough to think she didn’t have enemies. She was smart
enough, however, not to let them know where she laid her head at
night.

She lived a solitary existence. Not because she
wanted to. Because she had to. She longed to form a connection that
was more than simply platonic, but her conscience wouldn’t allow
her to embark upon a serious relationship because she didn’t know
if she could keep her partner safe.

She checked her watch again, confirming that she was
close to breaking her personal best time for the distance.
Resisting the urge to grit her teeth, she forced her body to stay
relaxed as she increased her rate of turnover. Legs churning, she
reached her driveway thirty seconds faster than she ever had
before.

She took a millisecond to celebrate her
accomplishment, then began her recovery routine. She hydrated,
stretched, then submerged herself in the hot tub. The warm water
helped her muscles relax. She wished she could find something that
had a similar effect on her mind, but she knew she wouldn’t truly
find peace until she finally earned her freedom. And perhaps not
even then.

The chime of an incoming message drew her from her
reverie. The sound filled her with dread every time she heard it.
She hadn’t expected to hear it so soon. She didn’t usually receive
another assignment so quickly after completing a previous one. She
had thought she would have more time to try to forget about the
odious task she had just carried out until she was compelled to
perform another one.

She dried her hands on a nearby towel and reached
for her laptop. After she opened the application, she read the
details of the hit job.

“Apologies for the short notice,” the message read,
“but our client is anxious for results and would like the task to
be performed as quickly as possible. Preferably within the next few
days. To assist your efforts, we have already performed the
necessary surveillance on the target, as you will see in the
attached dossier.”

She opened the accompanying file. The target was
identified as twenty-eight-year-old Charlotte Evans, who worked in
Manhattan but lived in Jersey City, New Jersey, where the cost of
living was significantly lower than it was across the Hudson River.
She wasn’t a high-ranking political official like Santana’s
previous target. According to the brief profile included in the
dossier, she was a mid-level executive for a tech company. That
partially explained the relatively low fee. Despite the special
measures that had been taken for the expedited request, the listed
charge was only six figures instead of seven.

Santana didn’t know what the woman had done to raise
someone’s ire enough to want her dead, but she didn’t have time to
sit around wondering why. Because of the security settings on the
app, the post would be automatically deleted thirty minutes after
she accessed it. That gave her just enough time to memorize all the
necessary details before the information was erased from her
computer’s hard drive as well as the app’s servers.

She scrolled through the series of photographs
included in the folder and examined the risk. Charlotte shared a
house with two other people in the Hamilton Park neighborhood. The
area was part of Jersey City’s historic district and was centered
on a Victorian age park of the same name. The park hosted several
family-friendly events throughout the year, including a weekly
farmers market, an Easter egg hunt, a youth festival, and a
Shakespeare festival. The neighborhood sounded like the perfect
place to live—and a terrible place to carry out a professional
hit.

Santana thought she would be better served carrying
out the job in Manhattan. The number of potential witnesses would
be exponentially higher, but the percentage of people who would be
concentrating on something other than their own agendas would be
far lower. And New York, like Tokyo, offered plenty of places to
hide. Her handler must have reached the same conclusion because the
message included the address of a place across from the target’s
office where she could set up shop.

She pressed the Confirm button, booked a flight to
New York City, and headed inside. She needed to decide which
identity to assume while she carried out the job she had just been
assigned.

Peering into the retinal scanner, she unlocked the
door to her ready room, the space where she housed the items that
helped her ply her trade. Passports, driver’s licenses, birth
certificates, weapons, cash, and a dozen air-gapped computers that
were highly prized and nearly impossible to hack. With the items in
this room, she could become anyone she wanted to at any time.

She selected the passport she thought would offer
the least amount of resistance when she attempted to make her way
through US Customs, then stepped into the walk-in closet to select
the wardrobe to match her chosen identity.

As she stood in front of the shelves, racks, and
drawers filled with clothes, she remembered when her wardrobe was
limited to her school uniform, a few pairs of jeans, a couple of
T-shirts, and the “nice” dress her mother begged her to wear on
special occasions. How times had changed.

She had been raised by a single mom. The two of them
hadn’t had much in the small apartment they shared in the slums of
Manila, but they’d had each other.

When Benjie Aquino, a local thief, offered her a
chance to make some easy money, she had eagerly accepted the
opportunity. Her mother was perpetually exhausted from working two
and sometimes three jobs at a time in order to make ends meet, and
Santana had been willing to do whatever she could to help out. She
had accepted Benjie’s offer, agreeing to serve as a lookout while
he robbed a high-end jewelry store in Manila’s main retail
district. Her portion of the take had been negligible compared to
his, but she had felt like a millionaire when she pocketed the
money he gave her.

Her mother had cried when Santana presented her with
the crumpled bills. Her tears of joy had turned into tears of
sorrow after she pressed Santana for details about the money’s
origins. Santana and her mother had gotten into a heated argument.
Too stubborn to apologize, Santana had packed what little
belongings she had and run away. That impulsive act was the biggest
mistake she had ever made, and she had been paying for it ever
since.

She gathered the clothes she needed and packed them
in a suitcase. Then she locked the ready room behind her and headed
upstairs to take a shower. She often wondered what her life would
be like if she had chosen to swallow her pride all those years ago
rather than give in to it.

“That’s the thing about hindsight,” she said as the
water washed over her. “It always comes too late.”

She might not have been able to give her mother the
life of luxury she had once thought she wanted, but she could still
do the one thing that mattered most: keep her safe.


Chapter Three

Brooklyn felt like she had lost her audience. Her
staff was attentive during her presentation, during which she
detailed her impressions of the conference she had attended in
Tokyo, and they posed incisive questions when she asked for their
input, but they seemed more interested in the freebies she had
snagged from the overloaded swag tables than the presentation
itself.

“What am I missing?” she asked Charlie Evans after
the meeting came to an end.

Charlie was not only one of the most talented
programmers on her staff. She was also her best friend and her
favorite sounding board. Their impromptu pitch sessions often
carried over to the next day. Some of her best ideas had come as a
result of bouncing them off Charlie first. No matter what the
subject, she could count on Charlie to be honest with her.
Sometimes brutally.

“Just the obvious, that’s all.”

The answer might have been clear to Charlie, but
Brooklyn wasn’t seeing it. “Do you mind filling me in?”

Charlie, a caffeine addict of the highest order,
popped a piece of hard candy with a soft espresso center into her
mouth before she raked her hands through her hair. Like her eyes,
her natural hair color was brown, but she preferred dyeing her
locks a rotating rainbow of colors. This month’s chosen hue was
electric blue with frosted tips worthy of a lead singer of an
eighties-era hair metal band. Somewhere, Brett Michaels must have
been eating his heart out.

“You’ve stated more than once that this company is
second to none,” Charlie said. “Now none of the staff cares about
what the competition’s up to. All they want to know is what we’re
planning to do next. They don’t want to tweak someone else’s
innovations. They want to come up with their own.”

“If I read you correctly, you’re saying I’ve done my
job too well.”

“I told you not to take all those motivational
speaking classes, but when was the last time you bothered taking my
advice? Oh, I remember.” Charlie snapped her fingers. “When I
suggested you should make a move on the hot blonde who was checking
you out when you and I went to dinner last month.”

“The one you ended up going home with instead of me
because you were the one she had her eye on in the first
place?”

Charlie flashed the devilish grin that had helped
her charm her way into dozens of women’s beds over the years.
Brooklyn had always proved immune to her charms because, even from
the beginning, she had suspected they would make better friends
than lovers. As it turned out, they had made even better business
associates. She wouldn’t be where she was now without Charlie on
her team, and she couldn’t wait to see where they would eventually
end up. Hopefully as rich as Steve Jobs and Bill Gates, but without
the not-so-friendly rivalry.

“At least one of us got laid that night,” Charlie
said. “Speaking of which, what did you get up to in Tokyo when you
weren’t attending one boring panel after another?”

“The panels were informative, not boring.”

“To-may-to. To-mah-to. You say
informative. I say snoozefest. But I’m willing to play along. What
did you do when you weren’t being ‘informed’?”

“Nothing. Why?”

“Because you look like you’ve swallowed a freaking
glow stick. Given your aversion to small children and the various
bodily fluids that leak from their assorted orifices, I think it’s
safe to say you’re not knocked up. That means you must have met
someone while you were away.” Charlie propped her feet on her desk
and locked her hands behind her head. “My roommates and I take
turns making dinner. Russell’s next up in the rotation. His lasagna
sucks ass, so if it’s all the same with you, I’d rather stick
around here than head home. Spill. I’m dying to hear about Brooke
Vincent’s latest carnal adventures.”

Charlie was well aware of the machinations Brooklyn
often resorted to in order to help BDV Enterprises maintain a high
social media profile. She had helped Brooklyn pull off some of the
stunts. The rest Brooklyn had told her about over burgers and
beers.

“She didn’t have any.”

“Really?” Charlie looked skeptical. “That’s a
first.”

“It was a business trip, not a vacation.”

“That’s never stopped you before.”

Brooklyn wasn’t proud of some of the shenanigans she
had pulled, but she knew the work she and her team put in was on
par with or exceeded their peers.

“I wanted to try something different this time. I
want our company to be taken seriously, not considered a flash in
the pan.”

“Substance over style. I can dig it.” Charlie nodded
in agreement. “Now tell me her name.”

“Whose name?”

“The woman who’s got you looking like the Cheshire
Cat, provided he ditched the tacky stripes in favor of stylish
little black dresses.”

The office had emptied out after the meeting,
leaving Brooklyn and Charlie alone. Brooklyn hadn’t spoken to
anyone about the mysterious woman she had met on New Year’s Eve,
but she hadn’t been able to think about anything or anyone else in
the interim. She grabbed a chair from a nearby desk, pulled it
closer, and took a seat.

Charlie officially occupied the office next to hers,
but she only used it when she wanted to have one-on-one conferences
with members of her team. On a daily basis, she preferred to work
in the open concept outer office so she could feel like part of the
action instead of one step removed.

“I would tell you her name if I knew it,” Brooklyn
said, “but we were never formally introduced.”

“Sorry. Try again. You’re a classic oversharer, B.
If someone asks you a question that requires a two-word response at
most, you break into a seven-minute soliloquy. Do you honestly
expect me to believe you bumped uglies with someone and didn’t
bother catching her name before you dropped trou?”

“We didn’t have sex. We just talked. Well, flirted.
Shamelessly, I might add.”

“How did you meet?”

“I went for a drink in one of the hotel bars and she
rescued me from a drunk businessman who didn’t know how to take no
for an answer. When I asked for her name, she said she preferred to
remain anonymous.”

“That could be shady or sexy, depending on your
point of view. What did she look like?”

“Like Cary Grant and Bruno Mars had a baby and they
dressed her in bespoke suits instead of onesies.”

“Oh, my God, that’s fucking hot. Did you get her
phone number at least?”

“No, but I gave her mine. I told her if she’s ever
in town, she should dial the number and ask for Olaf.”

“Ex-squeeze me?”

Brooklyn blushed as she remembered the code names
they had agreed to answer to rather than revealing their real
identities. “It’s a long story.”

“Then grab us a couple of beers from the break room
and help me fill in the blanks. Or is that what she said?”

Brooklyn got up to retrieve the drinks. “Your lack
of social graces is mind-boggling. You know I only keep you around
because you’re such a kick-ass programmer, right?”

“That and my
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