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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

The truth, the whole truth, and nothing but lies.

Agent Harper “Shield” Kennedy’s specialty within the
Elite Operatives Organization is security, although she’s long lost
any gratification from babysitting most VIPs. However, her new
assignment—to safeguard the U.S. president—will prove to be the
biggest challenge of her career. Shield’s mission to protect the
first female chief executive is complicated by threats to her own
life when she begins to question the president’s orders.

Loner Ryden Wagner is content with her life as a
florist until she becomes a pawn in a political deception involving
the highest office in the land. Trapped in a dangerous game where
one false move could cost Ryden her life, she has to rely solely on
the president’s new bodyguard.

As an attraction between the two women grows, so does
the urgency for answers, but will the truth bring them together or
tear them apart?

Sixth book in the Lambda Literary Award winning
romantic intrigue series: Elite Operatives
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You may be deceived if you trust too much, but you
will live in torment if you don’t trust enough.
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Prologue

Durham, North Carolina

Late January

 


When Ryden Wagner woke from the final surgery, even
the massive doses of painkillers pouring through her IV couldn’t
completely eradicate the pain in her face. Still groggy, she
skimmed her fingers over the bandages that covered her straightened
nose and higher, new cheekbones. The swelling was so bad she had to
view the sterile room through half-open eyes, but she could see she
was alone.

She’d been in the private clinic for more than a
month and during that time had undergone a series of procedures to
radically change her appearance; this latest was the final
alteration. A chin implant came first, then dental work when that
was healed, followed by Lasik eye surgery to allow her to finally
shed her thick, black-framed glasses. Yesterday, a stylist had come
in and cut several inches off her hair. The man had dyed it as
well, from light mousy brown to a darker brunette, but Ryden only
knew that from the snippets of hair that fell into her lap. They
still refused to let her anywhere near a mirror.

Horrific circumstances had gotten her here, and her
unremarkable but satisfying life was about to radically change.

She would miss her work at The Bloom Room, the flower
and candle shop where she worked in suburban Philadelphia. Not the
day-to-day mundane tasks of cutting and trimming endless roses and
arranging bouquets, nor the chatty interactions with customers she
had to endure when the shop’s owner was occupied, for she was by
nature a loner who loathed small talk. Ryden would miss seeing
people’s reactions to the ornate candles that were the outlet for
her creative side. At home, she spent most of her time dipping and
sculpting the unique creations. Most who bought them at the shop or
online declared them far too beautiful to ever touch a match to,
and that response never failed to warm her.

The nurse who’d been tending to her came in, white
shoes squeaking loudly on the faded linoleum, and smiled when she
saw her awake. “How are you feeling?” She checked the nearly
flaccid bag hanging from the IV stand.

“Sore,” Ryden replied, “and thirsty as hell.
Can I have some water?”

The nurse gave her some ice chips, and as she sucked
on them gratefully, she once again explored the unfamiliar
landscape of her mouth with her tongue. Porcelain veneers now
covered most of her teeth, obliterating the big chip in front that
had been with her since the orphanage, when a bigger kid had
punched her.

The lawyer who’d brought her here had explained very
little of what she was in for next, only that she would undergo
extensive training after the operations to prepare her to
impersonate someone for a few weeks, perhaps months. Then the
threat of prison would be behind her, and she could resume her
life.

Three days later, the nurse and doctor came in for
the long-anticipated unveiling. She would finally be allowed to see
her new self. An unfamiliar woman several years older than Ryden
accompanied them. The stranger’s makeup and hair, pulled back in a
severe bun, were flawless, and her clothes and jewelry shrieked
money. When she introduced herself, her hazel eyes held no hint of
warmth.

“I’m Tonya.” The woman extended a
well-manicured hand in Ryden’s direction. “I’ll be your tutor
during your recovery.”

“Ryden. How’s it going?” She returned the weak
handshake before reaching for the remote to the TV on the opposite
wall. She’d been watching the inauguration of Elizabeth Thomas, the
first female president. A liberal Democrat from Maine, Thomas had
served in the U.S. Senate for ten years before her narrow win in
the elections nearly three months earlier. Though Ryden muted the
sound, she kept the set on, intending to return to the broadcast
once her visitors departed.

The doctor reached for a pair of surgical scissors on
the tray beside the bed and snipped the sterile gauze wrapped
around her head. Then he carefully peeled away the bandages
beneath. “You’re a fast healer,” he told Ryden, leaning back with a
satisfied expression. “The rest of the bruising will be gone in a
few days.” Turning in Tonya’s direction, he added, “Some of my best
work. The scars will be virtually undetectable.” He smoothed his
thumb lightly over the twin worry lines in Ryden’s forehead, above
her nose. “We can get rid of these with a little Botox.”

“Can I see?” Ryden asked impatiently. The
doctor glanced at Tonya, who responded to the query with a slight
nod, never taking her eyes off Ryden. Her expression gave nothing
away of what she thought of the doctor’s handiwork.

The nurse departed, and Ryden returned her gaze to
the television while waiting for her to return. The new president
was just taking the oath of office. Though Ryden had no real
interest in politics, she had voted for Thomas and was glad to see
a woman finally take control of the Oval Office.

When the nurse returned with a small hand mirror,
Tonya intercepted it and waited for the nurse and doctor to leave
before she handed it over.

Ryden cautiously lifted the mirror to her face and
gasped aloud. She looked back to the TV, then the mirror—back and
forth another two or three times before she finally was able to
speak. “Oh, my God.” The realization of who she’d been manufactured
to double was chilling. What had she gotten herself into?

Ryden snapped out of the trance when the TV clicked
off but was unable to tear her gaze from the bruised but stunning
stranger in the mirror. “I look just like—”

“The president,” Tonya said. “And very
convincingly, might I add. The eyes are still wrong—you’ll need to
wear brown contacts—but otherwise, you’re perfect.”

“I was never told—”

“Security reasons. We couldn’t risk you backing
out or talking. But from here on, you belong to us. To the
government.”

“What happens when my commitment to you is
over? I mean, I’ll still look like her,” Ryden said.

“When that time comes, we will make new
alterations.”

“To my face…again.”

Tonya nodded.

“Damn,” Ryden muttered. “The president’s
double.”

“Lesson number one: no more profanity,” Tonya
said. “And as far as the world is concerned, you are the president.”


Chapter One

Philadelphia

Five weeks earlier, December 16

 


Ryden set the half dozen matching bridesmaid bouquets
she’d been working on into the large glass-walled cooler and
stepped back to admire her handiwork. The compact arrays of tiny
pink tea roses, baby’s breath, and delicate greenery weren’t what
she would have chosen, not that any weddings were in her future, but she knew the bride-to-be would be
delighted.

“What do you think, Shadow? Meet with your
approval?” she asked the ebony shop cat as he leapt onto the
counter and purred to be petted. The name was apropos. Since she’d
rescued him from the city animal shelter, the stray rarely left her
side, except to chase down the occasional moth or bug that caught
his eye.

Movement out of the corner of her eye made her glance
toward the shop window. Tim Lauden was waving at her, and she had
to force herself to keep from rolling her eyes. He was later than
usual; normally he stopped in around lunchtime and it was now just
an hour before closing. Magda Pagoni, the owner of the shop, was
unpacking a fresh shipment of poinsettias in the back.

“Got caught up at the office,” Tim said when he
walked in. “Hope all the good stuff isn’t gone.”

“It’s all good stuff,” Ryden replied. “What
varies is taste.”

“Of course.” Tim leaned over the counter,
ostensibly to study what was left of the loose flowers in the
bottom tier of the cooler, and Ryden took a step back. He was a
friendly guy and she even tolerated the occasional chat with him,
but his insistence at flirting with her was at times overwhelming,
and so was his tendency to get too close to her. She had little
patience for any invasion of her personal space.

He’d come into the shop two months ago for the first
time to buy flowers for his mother, who was hospitalized for minor
surgery. Though the woman had long since recovered, Tim continued
to stop by at least once a week and had become a valued customer.
He never ordered a ready-made bouquet, instead choosing something
seasonal in stock—something that would take Ryden time to put
together.

She had begun to wonder what he did with the flowers
once he left the shop, since his visits were clearly now just an
excuse to see her. Tim was in his mid-forties, with a perpetual
five-o’clock shadow, receding hairline, and a beer belly that
protruded over his belt. From their chats, she’d gleaned that he
spent most of his time watching television, usually war
documentaries on the History Channel. Ryden had no illusions about
her own attractiveness; she considered herself average at best. But
if Tim was the best she could do, then no wonder she’d rather be
alone.

Magda, who’d caught on to Tim’s intentions
immediately, tried to play matchmaker by making herself scarce
during his visits. Although Ryden had made it clear that she wasn’t
interested in him or in anyone else, for that matter, Magda’s winks
and meaningful smiles never ceased. Her intentions were as well
meaning as all of her other attempts to get closer to Ryden, but as
she did with everyone else in her life, Ryden kept her employer at
arm’s length. She had no close friends, only colleagues and
acquaintances.

“The roses look beautiful today,” Tim said. He
was always very courteous and the perfect gentleman, but Ryden
despised idle conversation, and most of their interactions lately
had consisted of inane exchanges about the weather or flowers.
Having been raised in foster homes where no one really cared for
her opinion, or thought it silly if not meaningless, she had become
accustomed to keeping her thoughts, dreams, and talents to herself.
Now, as an adult, not only didn’t she feel the need to share, but
she viewed everyone who showed any interest in her as an intruder
who could potentially ridicule or reject who or how she
was.

“Yup.”

“And oh, my…” He stepped over to the table
where her candles were displayed. She’d added several this morning
with Christmas colors—red and green, silver and gold. “Look at all
the new ones.”

“Made ’em this week.”

“You really are very talented.”

Ryden blushed every time he commented on her work.
She hated herself for feeling flattered, especially because she
knew all Tim wanted was a date. “Yeah, well,” she stammered. “I
try.”

“You should show these to specialty shops. I
know some.” Tim hoisted one of her larger pieces toward the fading
sunlight streaming in through the window so he could better see the
delicately sculpted detail work. “I’m sure they’d sell like crazy,
and who knows? Maybe someday you could have your own little
place.”

“Yeah, maybe. Though the economy being what it
is, I doubt candles are the next big must-have item on everyone’s
spartan shopping list.”

“You never know.”

“So, what kind of flowers would you like
today?”

“Why won’t you let me help you?” Tim asked. “I
know people who might be willing to invest.”

“Nah. I’m fine where I am, but thanks all the
same.”

Tim was being pushier than usual, and all Ryden
wanted was to close the shop and go home. She was tired and hungry
and couldn’t wait to start work on her candles. “What’ll it be,
Tim?” she asked again, trying to sound polite.

But he was apparently determined to linger, asking
endless questions about every type of flower they had and taking
forever to make up his mind. By the time she could start to put the
bouquet together it was closing time. Magda wished them good night
with the usual wink on her way out.

Ryden handed the bunch to him ten minutes later.
“Well, I need to close up, so—”

“Let me walk you home.”

“Thanks, but…I prefer you didn’t.”

“Maybe next time.” Tim smiled.

“Yeah, maybe.” She walked him to the door and
opened it. “Good night then, and thanks.”

“Think about my offer, okay?”

“Sure, will do.” Ryden practically shut the
door on his ass and sighed with relief.

Fifteen minutes later, she’d taken care of the cash
and prepped everything for the next day. She was about to lock up
when she got an eerie feeling that someone was watching her. She’d
never been afraid of walking alone at night, or pretty much
anything else; if she’d survived five foster homes and bully foster
siblings, she could handle anything. But right now, something was
making her skin crawl.

“You’re imagining things.” Talking aloud to
herself was an old habit, the result of living alone all her adult
life. For some reason, she found it comforting, especially when she
was stressed.

She scanned the street carefully before she latched
the door to make sure she was alone, just in case she needed to go
back inside. All the other shops around were shuttered tight, the
street devoid of pedestrians. When she didn’t detect any sign of
movement, Ryden locked up and walked briskly down the block. She
was about to chalk it up to paranoia when the eerie feeling
returned. “You’re overreacting, scaredy-cat, and need to cut down
on Fearnet.” But she started to walk even faster, occasionally
looking behind her. By the time she’d reached her apartment, she
was out of breath.

Ryden slammed the door shut behind her and locked it,
then went to the window that overlooked the street. Peering through
a slit in the heavy curtain, she waited to see if someone was
lurking outside. When she’d seen nothing suspicious after ten
minutes, she made her way to the kitchen to defrost dinner, but the
uncomfortable feeling of being watched stayed with her all night.
Even her candle making didn’t stop the uneasiness; she occasionally
got up to hide behind the curtain and check the street.

At two in the morning, Ryden sat down to watch TV,
hoping it would calm her nerves, but she could concentrate on the
sitcom about as much as she had on her candle making. She went to
check the street one last time before she went to bed, and it was
only then, at three a.m., that she got the first confirmation she
hadn’t been imagining things.

A faint flicker in one of the long shadows in the
park across the street became the silhouette of a man. “Tim? Is
that you?” Could he be stalking her? She fished a pair of cheap
binoculars from the chaos of her junk drawer and focused on the
image. She couldn’t make out the guy’s face but was certain from
his tall, hulking build that it couldn’t be Tim. After a minute or
two, he sank back into the shadow of a tree and disappeared again.
Without bothering to undress, Ryden turned the TV back on and
settled down on the couch with a blanket to watch a Dawson’s Creek marathon.

 


 


Martin Graber stepped into the phone booth and
impatiently dialed the number. He couldn’t wait to tell the Broker
he’d hit the money pot. His hands shook from excitement as a male
voice answered on the first ring. “It’s Marty,” he said. “I need to
talk to the Broker.”

Her icy voice came on the line seconds later.
“And?”

“Good news,” he reported. If this didn’t gain
her respect, nothing would.

“About time,” the perpetually unsatisfied voice
replied.

“It wasn’t easy.” He felt inflated and
confident he’d done a great job. “But we found a match.
She’s—”

“I want to see her tonight. If she’s a fit, the
transformation can begin.”

“We need to get her first,” Marty replied. “But
she’s the best candidate so far. An astonishing resemb—”

“Did I or did I not ask you to let me know as
soon as you had the right woman?”

“Yes, you—”

“I don’t remember asking you to bother me until
you had her. I am once again stressing the
word had and not found. I don’t have time for useless
pronouncements.”

“It’s not that simple,” Marty said. “We can’t
just abduct her. Not if we want her to do what you
need.”

“Of course not, you fool. You have to make an
offer. One she can’t refuse.”

“She won’t bite,” he said. “Not from what we
have on her so far. Goody Two-shoes. Straight as they
come.”

“Everyone has a price.”

“She’s not into money. She doesn’t make much,
but her bank account shows donations to all sorts of causes—animal
shelters and rescue groups, mostly.”

“I’m rolling my eyes. Can you guess
why?”

Marty hesitated, terrified of saying the wrong thing.
Tougher men had died at the hands of the Broker for lesser reasons.
“I checked her background. No relatives, grew up in an orphanage
and, later, in foster homes. No ties with any of them. Single and
no colleague or anyone in her life who matters enough to pressure
her with. No drug abuse, no promiscuous behavior. Nothing. Not even
a DUI.” He was satisfied with himself for being thorough.

“What does that leave you with?” the Broker
asked, her calm tone more ominous than ever.

He needed an answer, even a remotely relevant one,
but nothing came to him, and as the seconds ticked away he began to
feel numbness in his brain. He tried to concentrate on a rock at
his feet and found himself praying to it for an epiphany.

“Again,” she said evenly, “everyone has their price. Even if they don’t know it
yet.”

Marty snapped his fingers. “You want me to…set her
up,” he said hastily. He knew he sounded like an eager child whom
the teacher had just helped find the answer, but he didn’t care. He
was sure it was the right answer all the same.

“Bloody eureka.”

He wiped his sweaty forehead and kicked the rock
away.

“Do you think you can manage that?” the Broker
asked.

How he hated her sarcasm. If he wasn’t scared
shitless of the bitch, he’d tell her to stick her fucking head in
an oven and light a match. “No problem.” He tried to sound
confident. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Let’s hope not,” she said. “Because the next
time you call, it’d better be to tell me she’s ready to
cooperate.”

“Sure, you can—” The phone disconnected. As
usual, she’d hung up on him before he was done talking. Marty
slammed the receiver back on its hook. “Cold bitch.”

 


 


Houston, Texas

 


TQ, known to many in the criminal underworld simply
as the Broker, disconnected her call and began to pace restlessly
through her lavish penthouse apartment at One Park Place in
downtown Houston. Her home was an extraordinary showplace for many
of the world’s rarest and most valuable antiquities and art—nearly
all of them stolen—but no one aside from her two trusted servants
had ever been inside the private museum she called home. And even
they didn’t know about her safe room, an impenetrable fortress
accessed through secret panels in her bedroom and office.

She found it both soothing and motivating to skim her
hands over the myriad ancient pieces that comprised her collection,
for they represented the only two things she valued: power and
money. She had plenty of both but was forever plotting ways to
acquire more. Her influence extended to the highest offices in
countries the world over; she had blackmailed or bought presidents,
prime ministers, and more than a few royals, and she was rarely
denied anything she set her mind on.

Her latest illegal acquisitions had been given prime
real estate in her spacious four-thousand-square-foot apartment.
Rembrandt’s “Storm on the Sea of Galilee,” one of several
masterpieces stolen from the Isabella Stewart Gardner Museum in
Boston more than a decade earlier, hung above her bed. The other
recent addition, a gold burial mask more than three thousand years
old and smuggled out of Luxor, Egypt, had its own crystal display
case in her office.

But tonight, even those treasures failed to calm her
restlessness. A looming impediment to one of her primary interests
had to be dealt with, and soon. And it seemed as though the success
or failure of her plans rested on the shoulders of Marty Graber.
Alas, among all the men she had sent to find the match she
requested, it was the low-level thug who could barely carry on a
conversation who’d claimed to have found her.

But while Graber seemed incompetent at times, she
knew better. He’d worked for her in the past, and although he
frequently needed things spelled out for him, he always came
through. Finding this woman was impressive and reason enough to
allow him to continue to serve her.

She had plenty of men and women working for her, all
of them available twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week. None
had ever met her in person. Since she’d decided to disappear more
than a decade ago, the only way to reach her had been through an
untraceable mobile number. Even Dario hadn’t known where to find
her.

TQ sighed at the memory of her brother. Idiot. If she’d ever come close to feeling affection
for anyone, it was her only sibling. Not because they were
related—because that was never reason enough for her to feel
anything except contempt for her parents—but because of his
dedication to her. She doubted he actually loved her. She was
certain, however, that he respected her, and not out of fear like
the rest, but because she took care of him.

Without her, Dario would have been lost, a
whore-visiting drunk with a meager inheritance to live on: a
negligible sum he would have spent on brothels and booze within
months. It was all the poor idiot could come up with to compensate
for his physical limitations.

TQ had built an empire with her deceased husband’s
fortune and name, one that allowed her to employ her brother and
make him a very rich man. Because of her, Dario could afford the
best rehab clinic for his alcohol addiction, live-in help for his
disability, a trio of bodyguards, private jet, and enough money to
live like a king.

But that very lifestyle had been his downfall. He’d
overindulged in the one addiction he never had any interest in
trying to master: prostitutes. Unfortunately, the fool was stupid
enough to fall in love with a common whore, one who had betrayed
him and cost him his life. Even though several weeks had gone by
and TQ was never one to dwell on the past, she still got infuriated
at her brother’s naïveté. His hard-on for that prostitute had
blinded his judgment and, worse, had brought her existence to the
attention of what she suspected was a private law-enforcement or
security organization.

She’d never had to deal with any such private entity
before because she paid good money to those who mattered to keep
that from happening, so the fact that they’d learned about her
brother and his involvement in her business still bothered her.

Oh, well, she thought. She
couldn’t do anything to alter that, and after all, should these
entities ever come after her, all she had to do was call her
connections in either the CIA or FBI. She wouldn’t lose any sleep
over the matter.

Her only lingering interest in the whole affair was
that Jack woman—the bitch who’d killed her brother. Though she’d
tried to track her down, Jack was as elusive as she was. The woman
had no connections to anyone high up that she could influence, and
though they apparently had plenty of acquaintances in common—Jack
had worked for many of the powerhouses in the underworld—none knew
how to reach her.

If finding that woman was the last thing she ever
did, TQ would die happy. But would she torture Jack to death or
into submission? Despite the fact she wanted to seek justice for
her brother, she had a begrudging respect for the woman who had
earned the nickname Silent Death. Her reputation was well
established as a very capable and ruthless killer who respected
discretion and always delivered fast results.

But other matters demanded her attention before she
could concentrate further on tracking down her brother’s killer.
Elizabeth Thomas posed an immediate and deeply concerning threat to
the only thing that really mattered to TQ: her money. Why did vile,
meddling women all of a sudden surround her? The newly elected
president had vowed to shut down one of her two primary businesses:
the illegal-weapons trade. TQ was also a key player in the global
selling of black-market human organs, and she considered both
concerns vital to the world economy, primarily her economy. She’d
just invested several million on weapons destined for sale to
various countries—including the U.S.—and she wasn’t about to lose
out just because the new president happened to be a woman who
wanted to prove herself more capable and more ethical than any male
before her.

Even aside from the new president’s agenda, TQ
derided the election of the first female to the Oval Office. She
viewed politics as a man’s world—past, present, and future. Not
because men were better at it but because they were
testosterone-fueled monkeys who needed to pound their chests, claim
power, and play war, regardless of how much it cost or how the wars
got funded. In her mind, men weren’t concerned about children or
women getting killed or whether the sons and fathers of their
country died. They wanted power and they wanted to win, and the
rest was merely collateral damage.

TQ understood the sentiment. She, too, valued power
more than any single or collective life, and she was well
positioned to exploit it. She knew power in any form was born of
money, which in turn bred corruption, and the rich were divided
into two inseparable categories: those who practiced their power on
stage and the ones behind the scenes who helped them launder their
riches. TQ was in the latter category and reveled in the knowledge
that so many influential people depended on her to keep their
secrets and make them look good. When it came right down to it, she
was the one with true control. She was a necessary evil, and as
long as she was necessary, she was God.

TQ leafed through her private phone book, containing
the names of movers and shakers on both sides of the law, as well
as the more obscure individuals who did her dirty work. Most were
people whose numbers were impossible to find, although a few of the
underworld figures practically handed out business cards because
they were either too arrogant or too stupid to be careful. Russian
mob boss Yuri Dratshev fell somewhere in between.

She reached for the phone. “Time to deal with the
president,” she said aloud as she dialed the unlisted number to
Dratshev’s Manhattan Beach, New York mansion. She’d previously
avoided contact with the Russian disease of a man; he was vulgar,
uneducated, and without any decorum. But though she despised him,
he had much to lose as well should the president get her way, and
he had some of the best warlords on his side. If they combined
forces, something he’d always begged for because of TQ’s
reputation, it was only a matter of time before this ridiculous
weapons agenda ended up on the massive pile of unkept political
promises.

“I’m looking for Yuri Dratshev,” TQ said
loudly, to be heard over the blaring sound of the TV in the
background. She didn’t own a set herself—they were annoying,
misleading contraptions deliberately designed to numb the
mind.

“This is him,” came the heavily accented
reply.

TQ rolled her eyes. Second-generation immigrant and
he still couldn’t speak the language correctly. “Good evening,
Yuri. You haven’t had the pleasure of meeting me in person, though
I know you’ve wanted to.”

“Who the shit are you?” the Russian mob boss
replied. “I don’t need to meet anyone. How did you get my
number?”

“Is this a secure line?” she asked.

“Yes, line is safe,” he replied dubiously. “Who
is this?”

“My name is TQ.”

There was a long pause, then a clicking in the phone
line and the maddening blare of the TV stopped. “Now it is a secure
line,” Dratshev finally said. “What a pleasure.”

“I’m sure.”

“Finally, we meet.”

“I wouldn’t go as far as a meeting,” TQ said,
“but I do have a collaboration plan in mind.”

“I would very much like business with you,”
Dratshev said. “Big business, yes?”

“Big, yes.”

“I am all hears.”

“The expression is ‘ears,’” she said patiently,
trying hard not to second-guess her choice. “But that aside, we
have a certain problem in common.”

“You mean guns.”

“Indeed.”

“That bitch is a big problem.”

“Problems are like a cancer,” she said. “They
become a big problem and spread only when they aren’t dealt with on
time.”

“I like the way you think.”

“Good.”

“So you see where I’m going.”

“You have a cancer?” Dratshev asked.

TQ rubbed her eyes tiredly at his inanity. “No, I’m
fine, thank you. The cancer that’s spreading and needs to be
stopped is the president.”

“Ah, yes. The bitch.”

“I want you to help me stop her so we can
continue with our very profitable enterprises.”

“How?”

“I’m going to need your best men to orchestrate
an attempt on her life.”

“Attempt?”

“Yes, just an attempt. You are to kidnap her
and keep her in your possession until I instruct you to return her
to me.”

“How will my people get the president?” he
asked. “She is very much guarded all the time in her white
house.”

“Leave that up to me. I will tell you where and
when. All you have to do is make it look like a genuine attempt on
her life.”

“So the country will have no president. How
does this change something for us?”

“Again, leave that up to me.”

“You have a plan.”

TQ was tempted to use an expression she never had,
one completely out of character. She wanted to say, Duh, you Russian idiot, but refrained. “I do.”

“But you will not share.”

“It’s to both our interests I don’t, if you
know what I mean.”

“Your plans stay secret and I know nothing that
can implisate me.”

“Implicate. That’s correct.”

The Russian laughed. “Always careful. But you
understand, this means big money to make it happen. My people will
want big money, too. I have the best people who work for me, but
they must be persuaded.”

“I don’t waste money, Yuri, but have you ever
heard any rumors involving my lack of generosity for a job well
done?”

“Good rumors. You pay good money.”

“Then don’t waste my time with pointless
comments. Time, like money, is something I hate to waste.” The
conversation was draining. She sighed. “Get your people together
and I’ll get back to you with what you need to know.”

“I know just the right person,” Dratshev said,
“but I hope I can find her.”

“I want to believe your ability to help me does
not hinge on one individual’s talent.”

“No, but she is the best.”

“Make it happen or find a new best if you have
to.”

“No problem for me.”

“Oh, and Yuri…if I so much as hear a whisper of
a rumor from you or your men concerning our plan, I will eliminate
you and your wife. And I’ll make your daughter wish she’d become
another trophy on that psychopath’s wall.” She knew the reference
would have the desired impact. Yuri’s daughter Nina had been the
only person to escape serial killer Walter Owens, better known as
the Headhunter because he’d cut off the faces of his victims to
make macabre masks. TQ laughed when Dratshev didn’t immediately
answer. “Okay, Yuri?”

“Da…yes,” Dratshev
promised with a tremble in his voice. “Not one whisper.”


Chapter Two

Porto Carras, Greece

Next day, December 17

 


“Which one’s yours?” The man who spoke was of
average height and build and was fairly attractive, with a neat,
short haircut and piercing blue eyes. He wore the conservative dark
suit that was standard fare for his profession, and Agent Shield
wore the feminine equivalent—a crisp white blouse and navy suit
tailored to fit her lean, five-foot seven-inch figure. Standing
side by side against the wall by the curtains, they provided, as
always, the perfect balance between subtlety and
warning.

Others of their ilk occupied similar positions around
the perimeter of the banquet hall, watching the dignitaries. The
lavish state dinner at the Porto Carras Grand Resort in northern
Greece was the final event of a three-day international conference
on global warming, so there was at least a pair of bodyguards for
every major figure seated at the long table.

Shield adjusted her earpiece. “Francois Legard,” she
replied in a low voice, never taking her eyes off the French prime
minister as the waiter poured him a glass of wine. Not bad, she thought, noticing the thickness of the
gold liquid and the label. Wine was Harper Kennedy’s passion, and
regardless of where she was, whom she was with, or whether or not
she was on a job as Shield, wine never escaped her attention.

The only other interesting entity at the table was
the incoming American president, the first female to hold that
office. Elizabeth Thomas wouldn’t even be officially sworn in for
another few weeks because of a court-ordered recount, but the
outgoing president had invited her to represent the U.S. at the
conference. To all appearances, the woman looked calm and in
control, but Shield picked up on the minor nuances that transmitted
her newness and nerves: she listened too attentively and fidgeted
with her napkin, albeit discreetly.

At forty-three, Elizabeth Thomas was poised to soon
become the youngest U.S. president since JFK, and that meant all
eyes were on her, not only because of her age but because she was
such an attractive woman. Her short brown hair was a bit too stern
and immaculately coiffed for Shield’s taste, but like anyone in the
president-elect’s position, she probably didn’t have a choice in
the matter. Beautiful, powerful women appealed to Shield because
they had something to say and didn’t feel the need to decorate
every sentiment with three adjectives. Plus, she found something
sexy about their dominant composure, which usually carried over
into bed.

“He seems decent,” the agent beside her
replied, his accent placing him somewhere from the American
Midwest. Like Shield, his eyes constantly scanned the
room.

“I guess. When it comes down to it, they’re all
the same.”

“I know what you mean. My name’s Joe, by the
way.” He made no move to offer his hand, as that would have drawn
attention to them. They were communicating so discreetly, in fact,
that others in the room were unaware they were even
talking.

Shield didn’t feel the need to share her own name.
Instead, she checked the time and tapped the watch with her
finger.

“Bored?” he asked.

“Numb.”

“How long have you been sitting?”

“Legard?”

“In general.”

“Twelve years, give or take.” In her peripheral
vision, Shield caught him lifting one eyebrow.

“Long time,” he said.

“I guess.”

“For the French?”

“For whoever.”

“But you’re with the French SS, right?” he
asked.

“I’m not with anyone.”

“Oh. You have a bit of an accent,
so—”

“Private security.” It was bad enough that the
protection jobs had become tedious and tiring. She despised
occasionally having to put up with conversations like this—trivial
niceties about absolutely nothing.

To most, she sounded American, but to those who, like
her, had been trained to pick up on details, she clearly had a
slight accent. He was wrong to peg her as French, though. She’d
been stationed in Italy for two months at the age of twenty-three
while on her first assignment with the Elite Operatives
Organization and had fallen in love with the country. Though it
took a while to convince EOO chief Montgomery Pierce to agree to
base her there, he finally gave in, and she’d spent her off time
the past dozen years at her villa in the mountains of Tuscany.

Joe mumbled all quiet
discreetly into the transmitter in his sleeve. “I see. You don’t
say much, do you?”

Shield shrugged. “Not if I can help it.”

He smirked and ignored the hint. “I’m with the
American president-elect.”

“That’s nice.” They both knew Shield was aware
of whom Joe was sitting, but the never-ending need to point out the
obvious seemed ever present and ever irritating at functions like
this. Shield glanced at Thomas. Maybe some of her irritation had to
do with the fact she envied Joe. If she was going to be taken away
from the country she loved and halted from doing what she wanted
most, then the least she could do was have someone interesting, or
at least novel, to guard.

Joe must have read her mind or her eyes. “Not as
interesting as you might think,” he whispered conspiratorially.
“Europeans have a certain taste for…intrigue that Americans don’t.
And definitely not this one.”

“Because European officials are all
extramarital affairs, booze, and wild parties?”

“Well, they do seem to have a rep
for—”

“They’re just not as concerned about hiding
their missteps,” Shield said. “Or they’re not as proficient as the
CIA at covering them.”

“You have a point there.”

“I know.”

“This one’s all work and no play,” Joe said of
his charge, his tone one of disappointment.

“She’s new and has too much to prove for too
many reasons. Add that to the fact that she lost her husband a
couple of months ago and she has every reason.”

“Never talks to anyone who’s not family or an
official,” Joe went on. “I’ve been with her for four months, and
I’ve never so much as gotten a hello or
how are you from her. All she does is
nod.”

“Why waste words unless you have something to
say?”

“Because it’s polite.”

“It’s also fake, since she clearly could care
less about how you are.”

Joe smiled. “Fair enough.” He remained blissfully
silent for a few minutes, then, “Hey, what time do you get
off?”

“Why?”

“I’m free around ten. What do you say we grab
some beers somewhere and talk?”

“I have no interest in any of the
three.”

Just then, the dignitaries at the table got up, and
all the bodyguards—even those in the kitchen and powder
rooms—sprang to high alert. Some remained in their positions, while
a few made their way to the table. Still others, she knew, were
securing the entrance and exits, while the rest positioned
themselves in the parking lot.

Joe and Shield both started toward their subjects,
who were engaged in a quiet discussion off to one side.

“Three?” Joe asked, clearly confused by her
response.

“Men,” she replied as they neared the two
political leaders.

As they waited discreetly a few feet away from the
pair, Elizabeth Thomas glanced over at them, and her gaze lingered
on Shield for several long seconds. That wasn’t unusual since she
was the lone woman agent in the room, and the president was a
strong proponent of getting more women into male-dominated
professions.

Soon after, the politicians ended their chat and
separated. She just had to see Legard to his car now, and then she
was free to return to her beloved Tuscany.

 


 


Philadelphia, Pennsylvania

 


“There you are,” Marty said to himself when he saw
the guy get out of his car and head up the steps to his front door.
“Get comfortable, pal.” Marty knew his boss wanted results, and if
he wanted to get paid, and, more importantly, keep the Broker
happy, he’d better be quick about it. He watched his target go
inside and then obsessively checked his watch until exactly twenty
minutes had elapsed. “It’s time.”

He waited a few more seconds, until the street
emptied, to get out of his sedan. Marty walked casually up the
steps to the door and looked around one more time to make sure no
one was in view before he pulled the automatic from the back of his
waistband. The house was ideally situated for his purposes, set
back from the street and with tall hedges that helped conceal his
presence from curious neighbors.

The guy inside had barely opened the door to his
knock when Marty jammed his size-ten loafer into the gap. “I need
to talk to you about a friend.” He pointed the gun at the man’s
stomach and, with his other hand, pushed him inside.

“What the—”

“Do what I say and you’ll be fine.” Marty
followed him in and locked the door.

“What’s going on? Who are you?”

“I want you to help me with a certain friend we
have in common.”

“I’m sure we don’t have any friends in common,
so get the hell out of my house before I call the police.” Despite
the man’s bluster, beads of perspiration dotted his forehead and
his pupils were enormous.

Marty punched him, gun in hand, in the gut. “If I say
we do, then we do.”

The guy bent over in pain, trying to catch his
breath. Marty grabbed him by the hair and lifted his face. “You
okay?” he asked in a bored tone.

“I have some money hidden in the bedroom,” his
target managed between coughs.

“Good for you, although if you refuse to
cooperate, you won’t need it.”

“What do you want?” the man asked.

“Like I was saying before you fucking
interrupted, we have a common friend.” Marty grabbed him by the
collar and dragged him roughly toward the couch. “Have a seat.” He
shoved him so the man fell back against the cushions. “I won’t hurt
you unless you make me, Tim.”

“Okay.” Tim looked both confused and terrified
at the realization his intruder knew who he was.

“Her name is Ryden,” Marty said. “She’s the
florist you’ve been jerking off to.”

The man’s pupils grew even larger. “What about
her?”

“I need you to call her and ask her
over.”

“Why?”

Marty bent over so his face was only a few inches
from Tim’s. “Because I say so.” His tone was calm, but the smile
that followed was feral.

“I hardly know her. What’s this
about?”

“I want to talk to her.”

“I can tell you where she works.”

“I know where she works, stupid. I want her
here.” Marty snatched Tim’s phone from its charging station on the
coffee table and threw it at him. “Make it happen.”

“Look, I don’t know what she’s done or why you
want her,” Tim said, “but I guarantee you I had nothing to do with
it.”

Marty punched him in the stomach again, hard enough
to get quick compliance. He deliberately avoided Tim’s face or
anywhere that would leave a bruise. “Just get her the fuck over
here.”

Doubled over in pain, Tim rasped, “How?”

“This is what you’re going to do. Call and ask
her to deliver some flowers. Tell her you’re sick and can’t do it
yourself.”

“What if she can’t?” Tim asked. “Or
won’t?”

“It’s her fucking job.”

“I’ll…” Tim coughed. “I’ll try.”

Marty dialed the florist’s number and put the call on
speakerphone before handing it to Tim. “One wrong word,” he said,
pointing the gun at Tim’s head as they waited for someone to
answer, “and you’re screwed.”

A female voice came on the line. “Bloom Room. This is
Ryden. How can I help you?”

“Hi, Ryden. It’s Tim. Listen, I can’t make it
in today, so I was wondering if you could deliver?”

A brief hesitation on the other end of the line,
then, “What’s wrong?”

“Stomach problems, I think.” Tim was clutching
his abdomen, and Marty had to smile at the guy’s unintentionally
witty reply.

“Um…Tim, listen. You’re a nice enough guy and
all, but you gotta understand, I’m not interested. So, if this is
your way of getting me to your place, then—”

“It’s nothing like that, Ryden. I—”

Marty shoved the end of his gun hard into Tim’s
stomach.

“I’m really…not well.” Tim’s tone was
convincing, with good reason. He looked like he was on the verge of
throwing up or pissing his pants.

“Have you seen a doctor?” Ryden asked. “You
don’t sound too good.”

“Doc said I need some bed rest. I think some
flowers will help make me feel better, too.”

“Um, yeah…okay. I can be there in an
hour.”

“Hurry…” Tim shrank back against the couch when
he caught Marty’s scowl. “I mean, that’s great.”

“Do you have any preference?”

“No, it’s up to you. You know what I
like.”

“I’ll see you later. Get some rest.”

Tim disconnected and gave the receiver back to Marty
with shaking hands.

“You did good.” Marty stuck the phone in his
jacket and sank into the armchair opposite the couch. “Looks like
we’ve got an hour to kill.” He leaned back and made himself
comfortable. “So, how’s life?”

Before Tim could answer, the doorbell rang. Marty
scrambled back to his feet. “Who you expecting?” he asked in a low
voice.

“My ex-wife.”

“Fuck.” Marty pulled Tim up roughly and pushed
him toward the door. “Go answer and no bullshit. Same drill. Tell
the bitch to go away.”

As Tim stumbled forward, Marty stayed on his heels,
his gun pointed at the back of Tim’s head. He hid himself behind
the door and motioned for Tim to open it.

“Hi, Rhonda. I know we’ve got things to
discuss, but today’s not good.” Tim’s words poured out in a rush.
“Looks like I came down with some stomach thing, and—”

Before he could finish, a forty-something redhead
trailing cheap perfume pushed past him and into the room. “I don’t
care what bug you’ve got crawling where,” she replied, half
shouting the words. “You’re late again with this month’s—”

When Marty slammed the door shut, Rhonda wheeled
around and found herself looking down the barrel of his gun. She
went ashen and froze.

“Plant your ass on the couch.” He waved the gun
in that direction. “One more word out of you and it’ll be your
last. Got it?”

When she hesitated, her eyes glancing about for
escape, Tim grabbed her by the elbow and pulled her across the
room. They sat side by side, Rhonda clutching Tim’s hand so hard he
winced.

“Loud-mouth bitch, aren’t you?” Marty said as
he settled back into the armchair, enjoying the sudden change in
her demeanor. Her eyes were about to pop out of her head, giving
her a vaguely owlish look. “Used to have one of ’em myself,” he
added, looking empathetically toward Tim. “Always bitchin’ about
something.” Glancing at his watch, he saw they had forty minutes
more to wait. Plenty of time. “Now, where were we?” he asked Tim.
“Oh, yeah. You were going to tell me about your life.”

 


 


“I have to make a delivery.” Ryden shouted so Magda
would come take her place at the counter. “I’m going straight home
after that.” She’d chosen a mix of wildflowers to cheer up Tim.
They were colorful and would keep well but weren’t too pungent for
a queasy stomach.

“Who are they for?” Magda asked as she emerged
from the back room.

“Tim.”

“Ah.” Magda nodded knowingly with a mischievous
smile. “Your Tim.”

“He’s not mine, and I’d really appreciate it if
you stopped insinuating otherwise.”

“All I’m saying, dear, is that he’s a nice man
with a decent job, and he’s smitten with you. You’re the only
reason he comes in every week, you know.”

“I do know, and I don’t care,” she
replied.

“You didn’t seem to mind his rather prolonged
visit last time. I even saw you smile.”

“Oh, my, could it be I’m desperately in love
with him and am subconsciously playing hard to get?” Ryden sighed.
She didn’t know why she bothered to even reply. Magda wouldn’t get
her sarcasm any better than she’d get any of the dozen other ways
she’d tried to dissuade her from matchmaking. “Anyway…whatever, I
better get going.”

“See you in the morning.” Magda smiled. “Have a
fun time with Tim.”

Although she liked her boss, at times like this Ryden
wanted to throw her in the stem cutter. The only way to end the
debate, at least for now, was to shock Magda’s conservative
sensibilities. “You know, I might just stay there all night. Hell,
maybe even all week. Hide in his apartment and have wild passionate
sex till I need resuscitation and then go back for more.”

Magda blushed. “Ryden!”

“See you.” Ryden winked at her and
left.

Not long after, she arrived at the address they had
on file for Tim, a ten-minute walk from the flower shop. It was a
two-story, single-family home in a quiet neighborhood, nearly
obscured from the street by tall greenery.

She was about to ring the bell when she noticed the
door was ajar. She rang anyway, and when no one answered, she
pushed the door open another few inches. “Tim? You there?”

When no one replied, she cracked the door a little
farther and stepped just inside the threshold. “Tim,” she shouted,
much louder this time. “Are you okay?” Still no answer. She started
to worry. He hadn’t sounded well on the phone. What if he’d been so
violently ill he’d passed out…or worse? Perhaps, she considered,
he’d been rushed to the hospital and the paramedics hadn’t shut the
door properly.

She couldn’t just leave. “Tim, if you can hear me,
I’m coming in.” She stepped into the living room and placed the
flowers on the coffee table. Tim wasn’t the tidiest guy, but aside
from the open door she didn’t see anything unusual to prompt her
niggling sense of alarm. She glanced into the kitchen and dining
room, and everything seemed okay there, too. Perhaps she was just
being paranoid. Maybe the memory of the guy who’d been following
her the other day had stuck with her more than she cared to admit.
Tim had probably just stepped out to the pharmacy for some
medicine.

Just to be completely sure the poor bastard wasn’t
home and in pain, she’d do a quick check of the bedrooms upstairs.
If he wasn’t there, she’d leave a get-well note with the flowers
and go. She’d never intended to charge him, anyway. These were on
the house because he was such a good customer.

Convinced now that no one was home, she hurried up
the stairs to ease her conscience and be on her way. She walked
down a long hall, bypassing an office and then a kids’ bedroom—bunk
beds, toys and baseball gear on the floor, posters of athletes and
racecars on the walls. Tim had never mentioned having children.

At the end of the hall, she knocked on the only
closed door. “Tim, it’s me. Ryden.” She waited several seconds, her
ear to the door, before trying the knob.

The bedroom’s heavy curtains were closed so it was
too dark to see much, but the ambient light streaming in through
the sides of the windows allowed her to make out a silhouette on
the bed. “Tim, are you all right? she asked louder. No response,
and the figure didn’t move. “Shit,” she mumbled. Tim was either an
extremely sound sleeper or something was very wrong. Skimming her
hand over the wall, she found the light switch and flicked it
on.

She blinked a few times, so shocked she was unable to
fully register the scene before her. When she finally realized the
magnitude of the horror, dizziness washed over her and she had to
fight to keep upright. “Oh, my God.”

Tim was naked and facedown on the bed. Countless stab
wounds all over his back explained the widening pool of blood on
the sheets and floor.

She was going to be sick. With her hand over her
mouth, she ran headlong for the adjoining bathroom, only to trip
over something on the floor just inside the dark room. Scrambling
to her feet, she inhaled a vaguely metallic scent and was aware her
hands were wet as she reached for the bathroom light switch.

She was standing over another naked body, this time
that of a woman she didn’t recognize. This victim had also been
stabbed, but she was lying on her back. Blood still oozed from her
wounds onto the tile.

“Jesus fuck.” Ryden realized for the first time
that the killer might very well still be in the house, and her urge
to vomit vanished, replaced by the need to get the hell out of here
as quickly as possible. She bolted down the stairs and out of the
house, not stopping until she reached the middle of the street.
Breathing hard, she reached for her cell phone, only then seeing
the blood on her hands, jeans, and jacket. She was shaking so much
it took three tries to successfully dial 911.


Chapter Three

Later, Ryden would have no clear recollection of the
police arriving or be able to say how long it took them to get
there. But not long after they did, a tall plainclothes cop who
introduced himself as Detective Johnston took her back into Tim’s
house and asked her to sit in the living room. Two uniformed cops
and another in a suit stood by watching her, and she could hear
more moving around on the upper floor.

The detective sat down beside her and pulled out a
small notepad and pen. “Let’s start at the beginning. Tell me
everything you remember from the time you arrived here until you
called 911. Take your time. You never know what kind of detail
might be important.”

As Ryden told him the story, more cops arrived—a
quartet from forensics, she guessed, since they immediately began
gathering trace evidence and dusting for fingerprints. One of them,
a woman about her age, was summoned to take Ryden’s prints once
she’d finished relaying what she could recall.

“I need to take samples of the blood on your
hands as well as samples from under your nails,” the forensics tech
told her as she pressed Ryden’s fingers one by one onto an ink pad
and then a white card. “And we’ll need your jacket and jeans for
evidence.”

“My clothes?” Ryden asked. “What
for?”

“They’ll be returned to you,” the detective
said. “We’ll take you home when we’re finished here, and a female
officer will accompany you inside to get them. It’s just standard
procedure.”

While the tech swabbed samples of the blood on her
hands and under her nails, the detective went to consult with the
other plainclothes cop, who’d spent much of the preceding minutes
on his cell phone. When Johnston returned to the couch, he had new
questions for her. “How did you know the Laudens?”

“Laudens?” Ryden repeated. “Was that Tim’s
sister?”

The detective studied her face. “You didn’t know
her?”

“No.”

“Ex-wife,” he said. His gaze drifted to the
mantel over the fireplace, behind where she was sitting, and Ryden
turned to see what he was looking at. Among the photographs was one
of a much younger Tim and the redheaded woman she’d tripped over.
Other photos told her the couple had two boys. That explained the
kids’ room—apparently the couple shared custody.

Over the course of the next half hour, she was asked
to recall everything she knew about Tim. She started from his first
visit to the flower shop and ended with his phone call asking her
to deliver the flowers that rested on the coffee table in front of
them.

Then the detective started in on her, asking her
about her life, work, family background, and marital status. By the
time she was done, Johnston and the other complete strangers in the
room had more information about her than anyone she’d ever
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