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  About Close Target


Four years ago, she saved his life. Now she has to kill him. 
Cairo Elizabeth Corbyn died four years ago, incinerated in a blast that left no survivors - except for the Navy SEAL she saved. That’s what Mossad believes, and Kai is content to live the lie. She’s created a new life for herself and put the past behind her.
Until now.
CIA Special Agent Dean Ryder is used to facing an enemy he can’t see. So when an assassin is hired to kill him, he considers it just another battle to be fought. Until he sees the shadow of a woman he knows is dead.
As a traitor leaks the locations of agents around the globe, Dean races to find the spy in Langley before an assassin puts a bullet in his head. But Kai has never missed a target in her life.
And she’s not about to start now.
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  Prologue


Istanbul, Turkey 
2 weeks ago
Dean Ryder moved away from the window and laid the binoculars next to his laptop, sitting down at a rickety old desk. His contact was three blocks away and would arrive in less than ten minutes. He clicked on the cameras downstairs, adjusting them to include a street view from the doorway. If all went well, and Dean had no reason to think that it wouldn’t, he’d have the information he needed and be heading back to Baltimore by morning. While Istanbul was definitely an interesting city, he’d already been here far too long. It was time to go home. 
The man making his way through ancient streets towards him was Berat Yavuz, a terrorist of little distinction who had some information for sale. The price was his freedom and, if the goods were as valuable as Berat had led him to believe, Dean was more than willing to arrange for him and his family to embark on a new life in a new country. 
His phone began vibrating in his pocket and he frowned, pulling it out and glancing at the screen. 
“Yes?”
“You are alone as we agreed?” The voice was deep and thickly accented.
“Yes.”
“I am close. I have been going in circles, making sure I am not followed. Now I come to you.” 
“Why do you think you’d be followed?” Dean asked, adjusting the camera behind the building to access a wider view of the alley. 
“I received a warning last night. They know I am meeting with you.” 
Dean lost interest in the cameras instantly, his brows snapping together in a scowl. “That’s not possible.” 
“You’ve told no one?” 
“No. I gave you my word. Where I come from, that still means something.” He stood and picked up the binoculars again, moving back towards the window. “No one knows about this meeting.” 
“Someone does. I was told not to come today.”
“What do they know?” 
“That you are American, and that you are in the market to trade for information…with me.” 
Dean lifted the binoculars to his eyes and slowly scanned the buildings opposite, searching for any sign of surveillance. 
“They didn’t hear it from me.”
“I believe you. That is why I come anyway.”
“That’s awfully trusting of you.”
“Not really. I am confident you speak the truth because I already know who in your world betrays you.” 
Dean lowered the binoculars, his jaw tightening. “Say that again?” 
“I know who—” 
Berat stopped suddenly, letting out a sound that was a combination of a grunt and a gasp. Dean’s blood ran cold and he spun around, running for the door even as a loud clatter echoed in his ear. The phone had hit something hard and unyielding, and then there was silence. 
“Yavuz? Are you there?” 
Hearing nothing but dead air, he cursed and disconnected the call, sliding the phone into his pocket as he wrenched open the door. Five minutes later, he was standing in an alley, staring across the road at the small crowd of people gathered around a prone figure on the sidewalk. A man moved and, for a brief instant, Dean had a clear view of what was commanding everyone’s attention. 
Berat Yavuz lay on the pavement with blood pouring from a bullet hole in his forehead. 






  
  Chapter One


Washington, DC
1 week ago
Twilight snaked through the city streets, cloaking the buildings and alleys with purple and gray shadows as the sun sank slowly below the horizon at last. The days were getting longer as spring prepared to move into summer. Soon the city would be unbearable with heat, and the invigorating breezes off the Potomac would be replaced with the heavy, humid, stagnant heat of summer. But right now, as the last remnants of light disappeared into welcoming shadows, the weather was nice enough to bring most of the residents out into the streets. 
A tall man of medium build stood with his hands in his pockets, staring down at the city below. The corner window offered a stunning view over the city to the river beyond, but he stared broodingly into the darkening streets far below the office. He was late for dinner with his wife, but Claudia would wait. She was used to waiting. She’d been doing it for over twenty years, knowing his business took precedence. She was a good woman, Claudia. The man’s lips twisted thoughtfully. He wasn’t sure that women like her even existed any more. Certainly none of his lovers had ever evinced even the slightest inclination to suffer his tardiness and preoccupation with work. Although, this time, it wasn’t work that had him preoccupied as he stood at his office window.
The CIA agent was back in the States. He’d received word that his flight had landed not ten minutes before in Dulles. It was time to set the plan in motion. Not that he’d ever believed otherwise, but there was no longer even the remote possibility of leaving him out of it; Istanbul had proven that.
It would have to be done quickly. There was no time for mistakes or delays. His man was already in place, waiting for the order to go. All that was left to do was turn around, pick up the phone, and make the call. The faster this whole mess went away, the better for everyone. 
And yet the man continued to stand at the window, staring down into the night, watching as streetlights blinked on, and cars and trucks clogged the streets. How had it even come to this? Things should never have gotten this far. No one should ever have learned the truth. But of course, the truth had an annoying way of always finding a way out, especially in this city. Even the most powerful couldn’t keep secrets if someone was determined to discover them. 
And someone had been determined to discover theirs. 
The man shook his head and turned away from the window. It didn’t matter how it had happened, not really. It didn’t matter who was to blame or what had brought them to this point. This wasn’t the first mess he’d had to clean up due to other people’s incompetence, and he was sure it wouldn’t be the last. This city was nothing but a festering cesspit of arrogant dicks who believed they were untouchable. Of course, they weren’t. No one was. The only thing that offered protection in this city was to always stay one step ahead. 
And that was why the CIA agent had to be taken care of now. 
The man reached for the phone. He would make the call, then leave to meet Claudia for dinner. It was a fundraiser for something, one of her many charitable causes. She’d told him this morning, but he didn’t remember. They were all the same these days. He supposed he would have to write an inordinately large check for orphaned kittens, or some such nonsense. Still, if it kept her happy, so be it. It certainly wouldn’t cost him as much as this phone call would in the end.

      [image: image-placeholder]Severn, Maryland
Dean glanced at his watch as he pushed open the door of his favorite restaurant and stepped into the street. The sun was sinking below the buildings, casting shadows over the sidewalk, and he looked up into the sky, taking a deep breath. It was good to be back home. He’d been spending more and more time away from it lately, which was unusual. His responsibilities rarely involved going into the field anymore, but somehow, he’d been globe-trotting quite a bit over the past two months. 
He shifted the brown paper bag holding his dinner from one hand to the other as he reached into his jeans for his keys. He was looking forward to getting back to his own house, cracking open a beer, and sitting down with his double order of General Tso’s chicken and pork fried rice. The Orioles were hosting the Yankees tonight and, if he hurried, he could catch most of the game. After this last trip, he needed a few hours of baseball and a couple of beers. He’d been looking forward to it ever since he stepped off the plane.
His lips tightened as he pulled out his keys and stepped off the curb, walking towards the driver’s side door of his truck. Istanbul was supposed to be a simple, in and out operation. The intel was solid, if unexpected, and Dean had gone to Turkey without any reservations. If he’d thought anything at all, it was that the trip would be a wild goose chase. Unfortunately, it had turned out to be anything but. 
Dean was just reaching for the handle of his door when he realized with a start that he’d forgotten to grab duck sauce. Egg rolls without duck sauce were not an option, not in his world. Suppressing a sigh, he turned around sharply to head back to the restaurant. 
He didn’t hear the bullet that whizzed by his head; he felt it. He felt it in the streak of icy awareness that shot down his spine, raising the hairs on his neck and making him suck in his breath as his heart slammed against his chest. For a second he was paralyzed, recognizing the feeling from years past, but almost doubting his own instincts. Then the truck window behind him shattered, breaking the silence in his head, and Dean moved. 
Diving around the tailgate, he bolted to the other side of his truck and crouched down, his bag of Chinese food still in his arms. The truck alarm was blaring in his ears, almost deafening him, and he pressed the button on his key fob quickly, silencing it. He stayed pressed against the back quarter panel of truck bed, his heart pounding, as he listened for another shot. When there wasn’t one, he set the bag down on the pavement and reached into his holster for the Ruger SR9 that he carried everywhere. Looking up, he saw a couple walking out of the store next to the restaurant and he waved them back inside frantically. The woman took one look at the gun in his hands and cried out, backing into the store hurriedly and pulling her companion with her. 
Dean took a quick breath and moved to the corner of the truck, peering around the edge to where the shot must have come from. As soon as his head emerged from the protection of the truck, the second shot came. He dove back as his tail light shattered, cursing. The shots were coming from one of the buildings across the street, but the shooter wasn’t high enough to have any shot at him over the truck bed. They had to wait for him to move out from behind it. 
This wasn’t an ordinary drive-by shooting. Someone had been waiting for him, and now they were waiting for him to give them another shot. There was only one reason he could think of for someone to want him dead. 
“Dammit, Berat. Who did you tell?” he muttered under his breath, pulling his cell phone out to dial 911. 
Before he could start, he heard sirens in the distance, closing in rapidly. Someone had beat him to it. Sliding the phone back into his pocket, he leaned his head against the side of his truck and exhaled. 
When the police showed up, the shooter would leave. They wouldn’t risk being found, and they certainly wouldn’t risk taking another shot with law enforcement present. He just had to wait it out. His lips tightened grimly and he glanced at the back edge of his truck where the bullet had hit the light. That had been too close. The whole thing had been too close. If it wasn’t for the fact that he forgot duck sauce, Dean knew his brains would be all over his driver’s side door. 
He shook his head, willing his heart to stop thudding in his chest. How the hell had they found him? No one in Istanbul knew who he was, and his cover story going in and out of Turkey was for a businessman in Detroit. Hell, the only person who knew he was even there was his direct boss. So why was he pinned down behind his truck in a busy section of town after narrowly missing not one but two high-velocity rounds from an obviously experienced shooter? How was this even possible? 
The sirens rounded the corner a few blocks up and Dean knew the shooter was probably gone. It was probably safe to move now, but he wasn’t about to risk it. He’d wait until the cavalry arrived. 
His heart was slowing down now, and Dean tucked his pistol back into the holster at his side. Whatever Yavuz had been trying to tell him on the phone that day, it was something that someone wanted buried. They’d killed Berat, and now apparently they weren’t taking any chances with him. They wouldn’t stop just because they missed him tonight. They would try again, and he had to assume that they knew exactly who he was and where he lived. He glanced at the Chinese restaurant a few yards away. Hell, they even knew his favorite restaurant. 
Shaking his head, Dean rubbed his face, trying to think. He couldn’t go home. That much was clear. He would have to go somewhere that was safe until he could figure out what the hell was going on.
And what the hell he got himself into when he stepped foot in Istanbul.

      [image: image-placeholder]Baltimore, Maryland
Dean dropped his keys on the table and set the bag of Chinese food down. Looking around, he exhaled loudly and turned to go into the small kitchen adjacent to the dining room. 
The food was stone cold. By the time the police were finished with him, it had been sitting in the bed of his truck for over an hour. The local LEOs had wanted to have their forensics people go over the truck, but Dean had declined. As soon as he showed his badge and claimed national security precautions, they’d had no choice but to concede. As he turned on the oven to reheat his dinner, a reluctant grin creased his face. The ranking Lieutenant had gawked at the badge and begun stuttering when the words ‘national’ and ‘security’ were uttered. Dean was willing to bet that he had absolutely no idea what the jurisdiction was when a CIA operative was involved in a shooting on US soil. 
The grin faded and he left the kitchen, pulling his Ruger out of his holster tiredly as he walked across the living room. He wasn’t quite clear on that point himself, for that matter. He was probably required to report the incident to his superiors and undergo the standard security precautions that would come along with the fact that his identity and safety were both compromised in his home town, but he was very reluctant to do that. Someone knew who he was, and knew where he lived. Hell, they even knew where he ate! How could someone know all that if they didn’t have someone inside the CIA? He knew he certainly hadn’t done anything to expose his identity. 
Dean laid his gun on the side table next to the couch and picked up the remote, pointing it at the TV and turning on the game. It was the seventh inning, and the Orioles were up two. He stood and watched the game for a moment, his mind still spinning over the events of the past two hours. Who the hell were they? And how did they find him? Every question that clamored through his head boiled back down to those two basic queries. As he stood there, he added a third: how did he stop them from finding him now?
When the police had finally left him to continue on with his evening, Dean had driven to an empty parking lot and called Sam. Sam was the only person he trusted at the moment who could walk him through disabling the GPS on his truck long enough for him to take it somewhere safe. Once the truck was off the grid, he drove straight to the Inner Harbor in Baltimore, pulling into the parking garage half an hour later. 
Dean glanced over to the dining room table at the bag of food and his keys. Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out the zip-loc bag with the slug he’d dug out of his dash twenty minutes earlier. He held it up and thoughtfully examined the flattened bullet before walking over to drop it onto the table next to his keys. He would have to get it analyzed by the lab in Fort Meade, but he had no idea where he would tell them it came from. The truth wasn’t an option at this point.   He pressed his lips together, staring down at the mangled lump of metal. The plain fact was that he had no idea who he could trust. 
It was all tied into Istanbul, he was sure of it. Just before he died, Berat had said that he knew who was leaking information on Dean’s operation in Turkey. He must have suspected that he wouldn’t make it to their meeting to give him the intelligence formally. He’d tried to tell him on the phone, but someone put a bullet in his head first. And now they were trying to do the same to Dean. 
He picked up the bag of food and turned away with a scowl. If it hadn’t been for a lousy couple of packets of duck sauce, he’d be dead now, and whoever was responsible would have disappeared back into the wind, just as they had in Istanbul.
He went into the kitchen and pulled the cardboard containers from the bag, setting them on a metal cooking tray. How had his terrorist informant known something was rotten in his agency before he did? And was the problem really in his agency? In Turkey, the idea had seemed ludicrous, but now he wasn’t so sure. How else would someone have discovered his real name and location? No one outside Maryland and Washington knew it. 
Opening the oven, Dean slid the food in and closed the door, straightening up with a sigh. He looked around the small kitchen and shook his head. Until he could unravel this mess, this was his new temporary home. It was a condo that he kept for overseas operatives to use when they were passing through the States, a safe house of sorts for agents in transit. He never dreamt he’d have to use it himself, but he was glad he had it now. The agency didn’t know about it, and his name was nowhere on any of the paperwork associated with it. It was a completely clean safe house.
And it was going to be home for the foreseeable future. 






  
  Chapter Two


Philadelphia International Airport
Present Day
Awoman brushed an errant lock of dark hair out of her eye and moved forward as the man in front of her turned away from the immigration window. Keeping her head tilted down and at an angle, she knew the security cameras didn’t have a clear view of her face. It was something she did purely out of habit. Even if, by chance, there was a camera that she hadn’t accounted for, no alarms would sound anywhere. No phones would ring in small, remote offices; no alerts would be sent. No one was looking for her. She was dead. She’d died four years before. 
Nodding to the official behind the glass, she slid her passport through the opening. The agent studied it for a moment. 
“Welcome home, Ms. Anderson,” he said finally, glancing up. “Did you have a nice trip?”
The woman smiled. “Yes. Thank you.” 
After another moment, he stamped the passport and slid it back to her. With another smile and nod, she took it and turned away, going through the gate and towards the terminal. 
Cairo Elizabeth Corbyn moved through the airport quickly, her eyes never still and her back straight. Her stride was confident and measured, almost daring anyone to get in her way. Her only baggage was slung over her shoulder, allowing her to bypass the crowds heading for the baggage claim area and walk straight to the exit. She traveled as light as possible, a habit she’d developed while she was with Mossad. The less time it took for her to make her way through airports, the better. 
Glancing at her watch, Kai smiled in some satisfaction. Her flight from Barcelona had landed ahead of schedule, impressive given the delay taking off. Somehow the pilot had managed to make up the time over the ocean. She was glad. She hated flying commercial and, even though her business class seat had provided ample leg room, she had grown restless after the first few hours. It was good to be stretching her legs on solid ground again. 
Reaching into her jacket pocket, she pulled out her phone while she walked, swiping the screen and taking it out of airplane mode. No sooner had her carrier signal connected than the messages began pouring in, both to her inbox and her messaging app. Kai shook her head, glancing up as she approached the sliding doors leading outside. She had enjoyed the silence the airplane mode had granted while she was on the plane. Now that silence was over. It was time to get back to work. 
The month she’d spent at her house in Mataró, Spain, had been a month of much needed rest and recuperation. By the time her vacation came to close, Kai felt almost like her old self again. No small feat considering that she was about as far from her old self as she’d ever thought possible. 
She stepped onto the loud, crowded sidewalk outside the terminal, assaulted by the sound of honking cars and South Philly accents yelling obscenities across the busy road that separated the terminal from the short-term parking. A flash of amusement went through her as she turned to stride along the pavement, looking at her watch again. Ah, Philly. There was something oddly comforting in hearing the cacophony of noise. It always let you know you were home. 
After noting the time, Kai looked up and scanned the lines of cars and taxis lined up along the curb. As she did, a cab pulled away and a black SUV pulled into the empty spot. She saw the license plate and strode towards it as the driver’s side door opened and a man in a black suit climbed out. He rounded the back of the vehicle and reached for the back door. 
“Good afternoon, Ms. Anderson,” he said cordially as she approached, opening the door. “Did you have a pleasant flight?” 
“Thank you, Gerald. Yes, I did.” 
Kai swung her bag off her shoulder and tossed it into the back before climbing in. The driver closed the door, knowing better than to offer to put the bag in the back of the SUV. She always kept her bags with her. As soon as the door closed, she pulled out her phone again and swiped the screen. Time to see what kind of jobs were waiting for her. 
When she left a month ago, she had entered the dates into the database where she got most of her work, and the sources that didn’t go through that database had been informed that she would be unavailable until today. While she hadn’t been expecting to come home to nothing, Kai was nonetheless taken aback by the number of messages waiting for her. Had the whole world gone mad while she was gone?
The SUV shifted as the driver climbed back behind the wheel. 
“Shall I raise the window, Ms. Anderson?” he asked.
“Hmm? No. There’s no need, Gerald.” 
Gerald nodded and left the soundproof glass between the front and back seats down. A moment later, he was easing into the flow of traffic heading away from the international terminal. 
Kai turned her attention back to her messages, scrolling through them quickly. Most of them were nonsense, jobs paying less than she’d taken in over two years. One was in the right price bracket for what she was commanding now, but it was in Greece. She had no desire to turn around and get right back on a plane to that part of the world. Another was in Brazil, and she opened the email to scan the details, then shook her head and closed it out again. It was for a wife. She didn’t do lover’s quarrels, no matter how much they were paying. She was just about to close out the app when one near the bottom of the list caught her eye. It had come in three hours before, and the price offered was on the higher end of what she typically charged. She opened and scanned the details, her eyebrows raising in interest. It was for an ex-Navy SEAL. She wouldn’t have to leave the States, and the price was certainly right. 
Lifting her eyes from the phone, Kai stared out the tinted glass thoughtfully as they pulled onto I-95. It had been at least six months since she had an American target, maybe even more. Lately, she’d been dealing mostly with the Russians or Mexicans. They seemed to garner the most hatred these days, although the Americans certainly had their fair share as well. But they didn’t tend to garner the prices she was used to receiving. In fact, Kai couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a price that high on the head of an American ex-Spec Ops. Who had they managed to piss off? Someone willing to pay a fortune to make them disappear. 
Lowering her gaze, she pressed the button to open negotiations. She would arrange to pick up the physical file and review the job. It was certainly worth considering. It’d been a long time since she had any kind of challenge. Returning from vacation seemed like the perfect time to tackle one. Of course, there was no guarantee that this one would be a challenge at all. She’d had an FSB agent two months ago who’d turned out to be one of the easiest jobs she’d ever had. It had been rather disappointing, actually. Just because the target was a Navy SEAL didn’t mean it would be difficult, but it did raise the chances. 
“Are you looking forward to getting back to work, Ms. Anderson?” Gerald asked from the front seat, glancing at her in the rearview mirror. 
Gerald had no idea what she really did for a living. He worked for a limousine service that she used regularly, and he had very quickly become the only driver that she would use. He had proven himself to be discreet, respectful, and more than anything else, efficient. Over the months that he’d been driving her to and from the airport, they had become as friendly as Kai would be with anyone, but as far as he was aware, she worked for a law firm in the city. 
She slid her phone back into her jacket pocket and met his gray eyes in the mirror with a smile.
“Do you know, Gerald, I think I am.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Kai glanced in the mirror behind the bar, surveying the crowds behind her. It was just past nine and the bar was packed, the noise level rising with the body count as more and more patrons poured in. The bartender set a shot glass down before her and she nodded, dropping a bill on the smooth wooden surface. 
“Keep it,” she said, reaching for the glass of clear liquid. 
He nodded in thanks and swiped up the bill before turning to take an order from someone crowding in a little further down the bar. Kai tossed the shot back and set the empty glass down, her eyes going back to the mirror. The woman in a dark purple shirt with magenta streaks in her black hair had moved to the side of the laughing group of friends she was with, shifting a messenger bag from one side of her body to the other. Her hand disappeared into the bag and Kai got off the bar stool, turning to move through the crowds. 
Edging between a heavy-set man wearing a white silk shirt and gold chains and a woman teetering on stiletto heels, Kai moved towards the purple streaks visible through the crush of humanity. The smell of beer and cologne assaulted her and she exhaled silently. All the bars all over the world smelled the same. Most of her drop points were in bars. They were just so convenient, especially when they were packed on the weekend, as this one was now. No one remembered a single face in these crowds. It was easy to disappear and become invisible for as long as necessary, and even easier to fade away without being noticed. 
A huge kid built like a barn shifted to his right as Kai pushed past him and there, in front of her, was the woman in purple. She didn’t break stride as she went by, brushing against the messenger bag. A thick envelope touched her hand and Kai’s fingers closed around it as she passed. With one smooth motion, the envelope disappeared into her own cross body bag and Kai continued to make her way through the crowds, never once glancing at the woman with the purple streaks in her hair. 
Three minutes later, she was outside on a busy sidewalk, striding up the narrow city street towards South 7th Street. She took a deep breath of fresh air and glanced up at the sky, barely visible through the smog and darkness lying over the city. She missed the sky, she realized suddenly. The sky in Mataró was clear, and at night it felt as if she could pluck the stars right out of the blackness. For that matter, the sky in Tel Aviv was brighter and more visible than here in Philadelphia. But it made no difference anymore. She wasn’t in Israel; she was in America. She couldn’t go back to Israel. They thought she was dead. 
Lowering her head, Kai felt a wave of melancholy go over her as she walked along the south Philadelphia sidewalk. Four years ago, she had been proud to call Israel her home. One night in Egypt had changed all of that. One night, and one traitor had ripped her life away from her and landed her here, in the City of Brotherly Love. 
One night that also killed her entire team.
The melancholy shifted into the simmering rage that she always felt when she considered the events of that long ago night. It had been a bad op from the start, and she had known that going in. They all had, even Asher who rarely noticed anything outside of his computers and algorithms. Yet they had done everything they could to complete their mission, right up to and including giving their lives. 
It was the way their world had worked, of course, and they all knew the risks going in. None of them had any illusions about exactly what their role was in the Kidon, or what was expected of them. Ops always had the potential to go sideways, and it was a risk that they all took every day. If that had been all it was, a bad op, then Kai wouldn’t have been nearly as furious as she was, especially after four years. She would have moved past the failure, and still had her old life in Mossad. But Raj had destroyed all that. Now she couldn’t go home, and her old life was a thing of the past. 
Her name was on a wall in Tel Aviv, deep in the hallowed halls of Mossad headquarters, along with all the others. At least, she assumed it was. All the agents slain in the line of duty were added to the wall. And, as far as Mossad was concerned, she had died that night in Tanta, Egypt, along with the rest of her team. Only one man knew differently, and he was keeping the information to himself.
A cab laid on its horn next to her and the driver yelled an obscenity out the window when the traffic sat for a moment too long at a green light. Kai glanced over and felt her lips curve. At least the cab drivers were the same wherever you went. They could make you feel at home even when you were thousands of miles away. 
She reached the corner of South St. and South 7th and turned to walk towards the garage where she left her motorcycle. Her senses were alert and her ears were tuned to every sound around her. As she went through the side door of the parking garage, Kai glanced down the street behind her, noting every face and figure that moved on the busy pavement. It was a motion born from habit and, after a brief searching look, she disappeared into the parking lot. 
She didn’t know what had reminded her of what she had come to refer to as her former life. She certainly hadn’t thought of that night in months, which was a vast improvement. There had been a time, not so long ago, when she would regularly spend hours going over every second of that ill-fated op, trying to find any clue as to who had been paying Raj to betray his country and his team. She had spent days and weeks following shadowy leads from one terrorist cell to another, searching. After two years, she had reluctantly set her vengeance aside. Until she had a target, there was no reason to continue to relive the pain of that night. Setting aside the past had done nothing to relieve the simmering rage, however, and Kai was fairly certain that nothing ever would. Her entire team was dead, and she was still breathing. Nothing would ever make that right. 
When she landed in Philadelphia four years ago, she’d had to make a new life for herself with a very specific set of skills that weren’t easily marketable. She had stood at a crossroads, pondering what to do with her new lease on life. But in the end, she knew what she was and, more importantly, what she was good at. She had been trained by the elite, and had been one of them for years. There was only one thing she would ever be good at, and so she had returned to it. Over the course of a year, she had slowly built a name for herself, or rather for the invisible assassin that never failed.
It had been remarkably easy to adjust to a life in the private sector, especially once the money had started to roll in. If there had ever been a twinge of regret or moral doubt, it was ruthlessly repressed. A girl had to eat, after all. 
And a girl also had to keep herself in the game if she wanted any chance of finding the person responsible for the deaths of the only people she had ever counted as friends. 
Kai reached into her pocket and pulled out the keys to her motorcycle as she strode across the parking lot. That was all in the past now, and the only present she needed to concern herself with was the job offer contained in the sealed envelope in her bag. She had twenty-four hours to decide if she would take the job before the offer was extended to someone else and, for the price the client was paying, it would be snatched up immediately. 
Kai settled herself on her motorcycle and pulled her helmet over her head. She was the best. She felt no arrogance or pride in that, but it was a fact. She’d been offered the contract because she had the resumé to guarantee that she wouldn’t fail. All she had to do was decide if the target warranted her skill.
All she had to do was decide if a human had the right to live, or die by her hand. 
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The event room was respectably crowded, with women in evening gowns and men in tuxedos milling between the dance floor and the tables that surrounded it. It wasn’t so full as to be uncomfortable, but would certainly be considered a success by any event planner’s standards. Crystal glittered beneath glass chandeliers and a live band in the corner kept the music going as couples moved on and off the dance floor. Female laughter tinkled across the large space at intervals, and deep voices discussed everything from the baseball game that weekend to the trends expected on Wall Street the following week. Everyone was enjoying themselves.
A woman dressed in a sleek silver-gray gown stood near the bar and watched it all through blue eyes that seemed to be more cynical than most. Her platinum hair was arranged in a simple updo, and long diamond strands hung from her ears, sparkling when she turned her head. She watched as a dark-haired man danced with a redhead not far away, and her lips thinned imperceptibly. She would have to keep an eye on that. That Jones woman was nothing but bad news and, while she knew her boss was well aware of it, it was her job to ensure that nothing interfered with business. And that Jones woman showed every indication of interfering with business. 
“What would you like, ma’am?” 
The woman turned back to the bar with a smile and set her empty glass down on the polished wood. 
“Vodka martini, with a lemon twist.” 
The man nodded and turned to make her drink. A hand touched her elbow and the woman turned questioningly to a young man. 
“I’m sorry to bother you, but that message you’ve been waiting for came through,” he said apologetically, holding out a cell phone. 
“Thank you.” 
She took the phone and swiped the screen, typing in her access code with a perfectly manicured and red-tipped finger. Touching an icon, she opened an app and typed in another access code. A message opened and she read it swiftly, her lips curving in satisfaction. 
PACKAGE RECEIVED. CONTRACT UNDER CONSIDERATION.
“Good news?” her assistant asked, seeing the smile. 
“Very good news,” she replied, closing the message and app, and handing the phone back to him. “That should be all for this evening, Matthew. Take the phone back to my room and then you can leave. I can’t imagine that this is your idea of an exciting Saturday night.”
Matthew was betrayed into a grin. “It’s not terrible,” he said with a shrug. “At least the band isn’t playing Sinatra.”
“Thank God for that,” she said with an answering laugh. “I’ll see you Monday morning.”
“All right. Don’t forget you have a six am with Claudia Lopez at the club.” 
The woman grimaced. “Good Lord, I’d forgotten. What is it? Pilates?” 
“Swimming.” Matthew grinned. “Then breakfast. I’ll see you at the office at eight.” 
The woman nodded and watched him walk away, her cell phone in his hand. Matthew was really a god among personal assistants. Turning back to the bar, she reached for her fresh martini, dismissing him from her mind. She sipped the drink and went back to watching her boss dance with the Jones woman. Suddenly the garish red hair and freckled skin didn’t bother her as much. The contract was under consideration. That simple fact had the ability to raise her spirits where nothing else could. There was no reason for the contract to be rejected, not at the price her boss was offering. The last loose end would soon be tied up, and that was very good news indeed. There would be time enough to worry about the Jones woman then.






  
  Chapter Three


Kai dropped the envelope onto the coffee table and crossed the living room to the long counter that separated the sitting area from her kitchen. Reaching behind her as she walked, she pulled her Jericho 941 from the holster at the small of her back and ejected the clip before laying the gun on the counter. Rounding the corner, she went to get a bottle of water from the fridge. 
The ride back to the condo had been uneventful, for the most part. She had been followed, of that she was certain, but she wasn’t too worried. The kid had been easy enough to spot, and he was no real threat. Not physically, anyway. Who he worked for was another issue. 
She chugged some water, standing in front of the open refrigerator, while her brows creased thoughtfully. There were a couple of possibilities, but the most likely was that her unexpected tail had something to do with the envelope lying on the table in the other room. It was the most likely, but also would be the most surprising. There was a certain code of conduct that existed in the shadows where she worked, and trying to discover real identities violated that code in every way imaginable. Not only was it simply not done out of respect for both parties, but it was also damn near impossible. Their world was made up of layers of protection to prevent just such an event from happening. After all, if her anonymity wasn’t guaranteed then neither was her client’s. And no one wanted to be on the receiving end of a pissed-off assassin, no matter how powerful or untouchable they thought they were. 
The fridge door swung closed as Kai carried her bottle of water into the living room. She stared down at the envelope broodingly. The initial contact through the dark web was routed through so many layers of security that it was almost impossible to trace where any particular message came from or went to. Once the contact was acknowledged, the arrangements were made through an entirely different system with even tougher security levels, which made it even harder to pinpoint where or to whom the information was going. Added to that were her own security measures, which were not insignificant. She’d be willing to wager her newfound life that they were unhackable. How, then, had someone known she would be in that bar tonight to pick up the package? Even the courier didn’t know until an hour beforehand, and Kai had worked with the woman before. She used her own people and, time and again, they had all proven themselves to be discreet and trustworthy. They were paid well and, in return, they were careful and efficient. Theirs was an occupation as old as time, but one that had become more and more rare in this digital age, and they were committed to preserving it through every means available to them.
And that was precisely why Kai still used them. There was a lot to be said for Cold War drop tactics. They couldn’t be hacked, couldn’t be traced, and couldn’t been seen from a satellite, just as long as the courier was good at their job. And hers were. 
Kai dropped onto the couch and drank some more water before capping the bottle and setting it aside. So who had risked their life to follow her tonight? And how had they known where the hand-off would take place? More importantly, why were they so interested in the identity of the person they wanted to hire? She pressed her lips together in an unpleasant line. If her anonymous client thought for one second that they could kill the assassin they hired, they were either very new to this world, or very stupid. Or perhaps both.
She leaned forward and picked up the envelope. Another, less likely, possibility was that an old enemy had managed to track her down. That was always a possibility for people like her and, most especially, for ex-Mossad operatives. But then, as far as anyone knew, she was dead. Any grudges, and she was sure there were many, would have died along with her. No. Tonight’s incident had to have something to do with what was in this envelope. 
She ripped it open and pulled out the single typed sheet with the contract offer. She scanned the details, finding them to be exactly what she expected, and set the paper beside her on the couch. Sitting back, she propped her feet up on the coffee table and pulled a second sealed envelope from inside the first. Inside was the potential target. It was time to find out why this whole job stank already, before she’d even agreed to take it. 
She pulled out a folded piece of paper. A photograph fell into her lap as she opened the paper and she glanced down at it. Her brows snapped together in a scowl and she picked up the photo, staring at the face. She knew that face. It had been different, younger, and more rugged — not as clean-shaven as the man in the photograph. Kai pursed her lips together as she tilted her head, trying to place the face with a wispy, elusive memory. Who was he? 
After another moment studying the photo, she was no closer to extracting the memory and she set it down, turning her attention to the typed bio for the man. 
Special Agent Dean Ryder, CIA.
The name jumped out at her and Kai sucked in her breath sharply, her eyes shifting from the bio back to the photo. Of course! Lieutenant Dean Ryder! He was the Navy SEAL who led the charge into the compound in Tanta four years ago. He was the witness she’d had to make sure survived, no matter what. He had been the key to the whole operation, and to trying to contain the damage that Raj had caused when he shot the target after killing the rest of the team. She had saved the Lieutenant’s life that night, getting him out of the house before the bombs Raj had set blew everything to kingdom come. 
As far as everyone knew, Dean Ryder had been the only survivor, saved by a mysterious woman who had perished in the explosion that wiped out all evidence of Mossad’s involvement. 
Kai stared at the photograph. The man was an ex-Navy SEAL, a hero, and now apparently an agent with the CIA. He was a damn Boy Scout. 
Who the hell wanted him dead? 
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Bradley Lopez swung the club and watched as his ball soared through the air to land on the green in the distance. He allowed himself a brief instant of satisfaction before turning to hand the club to his caddie. As he did so, a cart came into view, rolling around some trees, and he raised a questioning eyebrow. It was driven by a single woman with no caddie or bag in sight. 
“How the hell does she find me?” he asked the caddie. “I swear she’s put GPS in my shoes.” 
The caddie glanced over his shoulder and chuckled. “Do you want me to go ahead to the green?”
“Yes, thanks. We’ll be right behind you.”
The caddie nodded and turned to their cart, putting the bag with the clubs in the back and climbing behind the wheel. He drove towards the green in the distance while Bradley waited for the newcomer. He took off his cap and scratched his head, glancing up at the bright sun. Spring was in full bloom, the sun was hot, and the day was turning warm. He settled the hat back on his head as the cart rolled to a stop beside him and looked at the blonde expectantly. 
“Having a good game?” the woman asked, looking up at him. 
“Fair. How did you find me?” 
“Honestly, Brad, where else would you be at seven-thirty in the morning on a Saturday?” she demanded, her lips curving in amusement. “I’ve worked for you for ten years. Give me some credit.” 
“It’s only been ten years? It feels longer. What’s so important that you had to hunt me down on the golf course?” 
“I thought you’d like to know that Paris is about to become a nightmare,” she replied, glancing towards the golf cart disappearing into the distance. “Is that your caddie?” 
“Yes. You can follow him.” Bradley walked around to climb into the cart beside her. “I assume you’re referring to the panicked email that came through an hour ago from Pierre?” 
“Of course I am. It’s concerning.” 
“The only thing that’s concerning is that Pierre seems to have the impression that I pay him to fall to pieces when something goes a little off-plan. I don’t.” Bradley took off his sunglasses and folded them, sliding them into his shirt pocket as the cart started moving forward. “Paris will be fine. Matthew is more than capable of handling the planning board, and I’ve already got someone on the ground who will manage the EPA issues.” 
“And the inspector?” 
“Taken care of. It was all taken care of before I stepped onto the first green.” Bradley looked at her. “But you know that. Why are you really here, Nancy?” 
“You wanted to know when the arrangements had been made on the matter of the sailor.” 
“And?”
“The contract is out there and we’ve approached a possible contractor. They’re reviewing it now.” 
“How long?” 
“They have twenty-four hours to accept, and the clock started last night when they acknowledged receipt. They have until ten tonight.” 
Bradley nodded and stared out over the fairway as they made their way to the green. 
“Are they any good?” he finally asked. 
“From all accounts, they’re the best. They’re a ghost. They come highly recommended all around. Word is they’ve never failed.”
Bradley shot her a look under his eyebrows. “We both know that there’s a first time for that. How do we know this won’t be it?” 
Nancy shrugged. “We don’t, but they’re still the best candidate for the job. The sailor’s right in their wheelhouse.” 
“How’s that?” 
“They specialize in making people like Dean Ryder disappear.” 
“People like him? What the hell does that mean?” 
“Ex-Special Forces. They’ve made quite a name for themselves. They’re very good at taking out the best the world’s militaries have to offer.” 
He was silent for a moment, then he looked at her. “If this contractor is so good, why didn’t we approach them from the very beginning?” 
Nancy shrugged again and looked at him. “They don’t come cheap. I didn’t think we needed to go straight to the top if a lower tier contractor would do.”
“Define cheap. The last one was going to cost me eighty grand.” 
“This contractor won’t take anything less than two hundred and fifty.” 
Bradley snapped his head around sharply. “Thousand?!” 
“As I said, they don’t come cheap.” 
“You really expect me to pay a quarter of a million to a nameless, faceless…ghost?!” he sputtered. 
Nancy glanced at him, pursing her lips as her eyes met his.
“How badly do you want Dean Ryder gone?”
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Kai sipped her coffee and looked out over the city, her brows drawn together in a frown. It was after eight and the streets below were crowded with Saturday morning traffic. The sound didn’t penetrate the bay window high above the chaos, and it was left to her to imagine the sounds of horns honking and music blaring from lowered, import sports cars. She shifted her gaze to the view of the Benjamin Franklin Bridge. It spanned the Delaware River, connecting Pennsylvania to New Jersey, and the morning sun glinted off the water, making the waves sparkle and glisten in a way that they never did up close. The view was one of the reasons she’d chosen this location. While the river was hardly picturesque, it was water, and Kai needed water nearby to feel alive. 
A sound broke the silence in the living room, a strange cross between a chirp and a cry, and she glanced down as a cat stretched before walking leisurely over to rub against her ankle. Kai smiled faintly as a purr echoed through the room. Elektra was hungry. 
She turned from the window and walked across the room towards the kitchen, her cat trotting ahead and looking over her shoulder periodically to ensure that she was coming. The tortoiseshell had become an unexpected roommate when Kai moved into the condo almost a year before. When she came to look at the empty rental, she’d heard crying outside the building. A short hunt had revealed a bedraggled and abandoned kitten huddled under a bench near the door. The owner of the building had been singularly uninterested in the ball of matted fur, stating that feral cats were a dime a dozen around there. When she left an hour later, Kai had been in the possession of a lease, and a new pet that was barely the size of a ball of yarn. She’d had no intention of keeping the kitten. She only wanted to save it from becoming another feral cat on the streets of the city
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