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IZZY

The metal filing cabinet lock snapped under the prying force of Isabella Fletcher's crowbar. She glanced toward the door, listening for footsteps in the hallway, then yanked the drawer open. Folders spilled across the linoleum floor of the records room.

Three children. Three kids who'd vanished from Nevada's foster system in the past month. All under her caseload. All supposedly transferred to "premium placements" that didn't exist in any database she could access.

Izzy grabbed the first file—Katie Johnson, age seven. Last known address: Henderson Family Services group home. Transfer date: three weeks ago. Destination: Premium Adoptions Nevada. No phone number. No address. No supervising social worker listed.

"Son of a bitch," she whispered, spreading the files across the floor. Same pattern in all three cases. Premium Adoptions Nevada. A company that didn't show up in state licensing records.

Her phone buzzed against her hip. Text from her supervisor: Where are you? Board meeting in ten minutes.

She ignored it. Rebecca Wagner could explain to the board why three children had disappeared into thin air. Izzy had bigger problems than administrative bullshit.

The second file hit her harder. Miguel Santos, age nine. Hispanic kid with no living relatives, parents killed in a car wreck last year. Perfect target for trafficking. His transfer paperwork showed the same fraudulent destination, but someone had added a handwritten note in the margin: Special request - TH.

TH. Thomas Hartwell ran the only private adoption agency in Reno that handled "difficult placements." Word on the street said he charged wealthy couples a premium for children with tragic backstories. Made them feel like saviors.

Izzy photographed every document with her phone, hands shaking with rage. These weren't adoptions. They were sales.

The third file made her stomach clench. Emma Valdez, age twelve. Old enough to remember everything. Old enough to fight back. Old enough to be a problem for whoever bought her.

Emma's file contained a psychiatric evaluation Izzy had never seen before. Severe behavioral issues. Requires intensive therapeutic intervention. Recommend immediate residential placement. Signed by Dr. Reynolds, a psychiatrist she'd never heard of.

Bullshit. Izzy had worked with Emma for six months. Smart kid, angry about the system, but no behavioral problems that warranted psychiatric intervention. Someone had manufactured a reason to move her quickly.

She stuffed the files into her messenger bag and headed for the door. These children weren't getting lost in the system on her watch. Not again.

The hallway stretched empty ahead of her, fluorescent lights buzzing overhead. Her footsteps echoed against the worn carpet as she made her way toward the exit. Rebecca Wagner's voice carried from the conference room—something about budget constraints and caseload management.

Fuck caseload management. Three kids were missing and she was worried about spreadsheets.

Izzy pushed through the emergency exit, triggering the alarm. Let them explain that to the fire department. Her Honda Civic sat alone in the employee parking lot, Nevada heat already baking the interior at nine in the morning.

The engine turned over on the third try. She pulled out of the parking lot, mind racing through possibilities. Premium Adoptions Nevada had to have a physical location. Business license. Bank accounts. Something that would lead her to those children.

Her phone rang through the car speakers. Rebecca Wagner's name flashed on the display.

She declined the call.

Two blocks from the office, a black pickup truck pulled out behind her. Coincidence, probably, but she'd been doing this job long enough to trust her instincts. She took a right turn toward downtown Reno.

The pickup followed.

Her heart rate spiked. She took another right, then a left into a residential neighborhood. The truck stayed with her, maintaining the same distance. Professional surveillance, not road rage.

These people were watching her. Tracking her movements. Which meant she was getting close to something they wanted to protect.

Izzy pressed the accelerator, taking the next corner faster than her car could handle. The Civic's tires squealed against asphalt as she straightened out on Pine Street. The pickup maintained its position, closing the gap.

Her hands gripped the steering wheel tighter. Whoever was following her had resources. Organization. The kind of people who could make children disappear from state custody without leaving a paper trail.

The kind of people who could make social workers disappear too.

She reached for her phone to call 911, then hesitated. What would she tell them? That she'd broken into state files and discovered evidence of a conspiracy? That someone was following her because she'd uncovered their child trafficking operation?

They'd think she was paranoid. Stressed out. Another burned-out social worker seeing conspiracies where none existed.

But three children were missing. Three kids who trusted the system to protect them. Three kids who'd been sold to the highest bidder while bureaucrats shuffled paperwork and collected paychecks.

The pickup truck accelerated, engine roaring as it closed the distance between them. She could see the driver now—big guy in sunglasses, hands steady on the wheel. This wasn't intimidation.

This was an attack.

Izzy floored the accelerator, her little Honda struggling to gain speed. The pickup's front bumper filled her rearview mirror, chrome gleaming in the morning sun. He was going to ram her. Force her off the road. Eliminate the problem before she could expose their operation.

The impact came at the next intersection. Metal screamed against metal as the pickup's bumper crushed her rear quarter panel. Her car spun sideways, tires losing grip on the hot asphalt.

She fought the steering wheel, trying to regain control, but physics had taken over. The Civic slammed into a telephone pole with a sound like thunder. Glass exploded around her. The airbag deployed, punching her in the face with the force of a sledgehammer.

Silence. Then the hiss of escaping steam from her radiator.

She tasted blood. Her nose felt broken. The seatbelt had locked against her chest, making it hard to breathe. But she was alive.

Footsteps approached on broken glass. Heavy boots. The pickup's door had slammed shut somewhere behind her.

She fumbled for her phone, vision blurry from the impact. Her fingers found the smooth surface just as a shadow fell across the driver's side window.

"Get out of the car." Male voice, calm and professional. "We need to talk."

Izzy clutched the phone tighter. Speed dial for 911. One button press and this guy would have cops descending on him.

"Lady, you're bleeding. Get out of the car before you pass out."

The voice sounded different now. Concerned rather than threatening. She blinked hard, trying to clear her vision, and looked up at the figure standing beside her wrecked Honda.

Not the pickup driver. This guy wore black leather and rode a motorcycle. Harley-Davidson, from the sound of the engine idling nearby. He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair and hard eyes that seemed to take in everything at once.

"Where's the pickup?" she managed to ask.

"Gone. Took off when he saw me coming." The biker's voice carried a hint of authority she couldn't place. "You need medical attention."

She tried to shake her head and immediately regretted it. The world spun around her like a carnival ride. "Have to find them. The children."

"Ma'am, you're not finding anybody until you get that head injury looked at."

He was right, but she couldn't afford to waste time in an emergency room. Those kids were running out of time. Every hour that passed made them harder to find.

"Help me out of the car," she said.

The biker studied her face for a moment, then nodded. He opened the door carefully, supporting her weight as she climbed out of the wreckage. Her legs felt unsteady, but she could walk.

"What's your name?" he asked.

"Isabella Fletcher. Izzy." She looked up at him, noting the skull and crossbones patch on his leather vest. Reckoning Riders MC. "You?"

"People call me Dread." He handed her a business card. "You need help with something involving those kids you mentioned, you call that number."

She stared at the card. Reckoning Custom Cycles. Below the shop information, someone had written a phone number in black ink.

"Why would you help me?"

Dread's expression darkened. "Because some things are worth fighting for. And some people need killing."

Sirens wailed in the distance, growing closer. Someone must have called in the accident. Dread glanced toward the sound, then back at her.

"Think about it," he said. "System's not working for you, call us."

He walked back to his Harley, a massive black machine that looked like it could outrun anything on four wheels. The engine roared to life, and he was gone before the first police car arrived.

Izzy stood beside her wrecked Honda, holding a biker's business card and thinking about three missing children. The system had failed them. Failed her. Failed every vulnerable kid who trusted adults to keep them safe.

Maybe it was time to try something outside the system.

The first police officer approached, notebook in hand and questions on his lips. But her mind was already elsewhere, planning her next move. Those children were still out there somewhere. Still trapped in a nightmare that passed for legitimate business.

And now she had a phone number for people who might actually do something about it.
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DREAD

Jim "Dread" Gardocki slammed the bail bondsman against the side of his Toyota Camry, the man's feet barely touching the pavement. Eddie Kowalski had been running a dirty operation out of downtown Reno for fifteen years, taking money to spring criminals who should have stayed locked up.

"Tell me about the kids," Dread growled, his forearm pressed against Eddie's throat. "Foster kids getting arrested on bullshit charges, then disappearing before their court dates."

Eddie's eyes bulged. "I don't know what you're talking about, man. I just post bail."

Dread increased the pressure. "Wrong answer."

The parking lot behind Lucky Seven Bail Bonds stretched empty in the afternoon heat. No witnesses. No cameras. Just Dread and a piece of shit who made money off other people's misery.

"Okay, okay!" Eddie gasped. "There's been some weird activity lately. Kids with no priors getting picked up for possession, petty theft. Always the same story."

"What story?"

"They get arrested, but before they can make a phone call, someone posts their bail. Cash payment. No paperwork trail." Eddie's voice wheezed through his compressed windpipe. "By the time their caseworkers look for them, they're gone."

Dread eased back slightly, letting the man breathe. "Who's posting bail?"

"Guy named Hartwell. Thomas Hartwell. Runs some kind of adoption agency."

The name hit Dread like a punch to the gut. Three weeks of investigation, following dead ends and corrupt cops, and finally he had a lead. Thomas Hartwell was using the bail system to kidnap foster children.
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