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      The oppressive heat and humidity weigh down on my body like a heavy, wet blanket. Every breath draws hot, muggy air into my lungs, offering no relief. It’s more like drinking in soup than breathing, really. Sitting in the thick, lush vegetation soaked with the recent rainfall doesn’t help things, but it provides me the perfect vantage point to stalk my target. Complete cover where I can blend into the landscape and from which to deliver death.

      He hasn’t spotted me once since I began to follow him over a week ago, stalking him around town, assessing his every move, noting his patterns to find the perfect opportunity to strike. I could have killed him a thousand times, taken a shot that would end his life and make him pay for what he did to Evangeline. But I waited and bided my time for this exact moment. Because I knew that fucker was up to no good and that he wasn’t up to it alone.

      Nervous and excitable, the man practically screamed, “Look at me! I’m doing it again,” over the last few days. It matches the intel Cutter and Preacher provided me, suggesting he has repeated his new business venture since selling off his fiancée to human traffickers. He’s found a new and easy way to make big money, and he’s milking it for everything he can.

      But waiting has paid off more than I ever could have hoped and opened the door for me not only to take out the fucker who betrayed Eva but also several of his contacts here in the islands responsible for the trafficking ring.

      It's a win-win situation.

      What more could I ask for?

      This meeting place is ideal for what I have in mind to initiate his eternal punishment. The man doesn't deserve a quick death. Not when he put Eva and countless women since her through this kind of vile agony.

      No, tonight he's going to pay for what he did in a way far more fitting.

      First, I need to take out his buddies, the ones acquiring all the girls and selling them into their sinister version of Hell. I sight them all in my scope where they stand, talking near the rear of Danilo’s car. One of them motions to the trunk and laughs.

      Fuckers.

      I have to bite back a growl because I know what's in the trunk. I know what my mark put there…or I should say who he put there. That poor girl he nabbed off the street only two hours ago before driving up here into the isolated hills to make the handoff to these assholes.

      Confirmation that he’s still up to his old tricks. The fact that the douchebag is still doing what he did to Elijah's girl makes this even easier. A true justification for what I’m about to do. Removing scum from the Earth has always been part of the job, but this one will taste especially sweet.

      It's time for all these fuckers to meet the Grim Reaper.

      I fire off five precise shots so fast the men don't even have time to react as their friends’ heads explode and they crumble to the ground around each other. Danilo is the only one left standing, covered in the gore left by his soulless counterparts as they met their maker.

      Surprise, you worthless piece of shit.

      It takes him a moment to react. Long enough that I police my brass and am already on the move down the hill toward him before he finally manages to pull his phone from his pocket frantically. I reach into mine and press the button on the device that will jam the cell phone signals for miles around us.

      He isn’t getting help from anyone. Not up here. Not ever.

      The man is so engrossed in trying to get his phone to work that he doesn’t see me coming until it's too late. His head jerks up just as I reach him, and I grab him by the throat and pin him against the car.

      His phone clatters to the ground as he scrambles and scratches at my arm, and I calmly lower my rifle to lean it against the car. His resistance doesn’t faze me, barely even registers against the type of pain I’m used to enduring.

      I meet his terrified brown gaze, his eyes free of any remorse for what he’s done or empathy for the woman he has in this damn trunk. Only concern for himself fills them.

      The desire to tighten my hold, to watch him gasp and claw at me while he struggles for a breath he’ll never take again, surges through my veins. But that isn’t the plan. I need him conscious enough to understand the message I’m about to deliver before taking his life.

      I plaster on a wicked smile, the one I so enjoy using before I take the life of someone who doesn’t deserve to have it. “Hello, Danilo. Eva sends her regards.”

      His eyes widen slightly, and he shakes his head, still clawing at my wrist, his nails digging at the flesh there.

      I lean in to him and sneer. “There's no use fighting this. It's time for you to get what you deserve.”

      Truthfully, even this is too easy for a man like him—for any of these men. But I don’t have the time to do what I really want, to break him down over days, tear him apart physically and mentally, draw out the death he knows is coming until he’s literally begging for it.

      So, this will have to do.

      I grab my Yarborough knife from my boot with my free hand and drive it into his stomach in one smooth motion, then saw the blade back and forth as I pull it up and out, ensuring it does optimal internal damage and causes the most pain possible.

      He opens his mouth to say something or to scream, but all that comes out is a strangled gasp and groan. I loosen my hold on his neck slightly, enough to allow him to take in a tiny breath.

      “If-if you let me go, I'll tell you where you can find the others.”

      His words send ice shooting through my veins and goosebumps spreading across my skin despite the warmth of the night air.

      The others?

      Of course, there had to be more girls somewhere. An operation as big and well-put-together as the one that held Eva captive wasn’t just some small upstart. It was established.

      I've been hoping Danilo would lead me to any women being held here during the time I’ve been watching him, but it seems he's just a street supplier and not privy to any of the major workings of the organization behind this. So, I highly doubt he would have any useful information.

      “Bullshit. You don't know anything.”

      He nods his head against my hold on his throat. “I-I do.” He struggles to get the words out. “I heard them talking.”

      “Tell me.” I shove my knife into his stomach again, ensuring the pain remains fresh and extreme as an incentive to be honest.

      Another nod and gasp are all he can manage. “New York. Russians. Some club. I don't know the name.”

      “Russians?” I glance at the five dead men on the ground. “All your friends here are Filipino.”

      He gives a quick nod. “They-they’re the suppliers. Get the girls onto the boats. But they work with these Russians from New York. And I also heard maybe some Albanians out of Chicago.”

      I growl and slam him against the car again, my anger flaring to life and heating the blood rushing in my ears.

      These fuckers will create ties with anyone for a price, it seems.

      That second part fits with what Cutter told me when he called to ask me for this favor. His crew had raided an Albanian boat on Lake Michigan filled with women who had been trafficked on their way to Chicago to be sold to the highest bidder. While Cutter assured me they took care of things on their end with the head of the family in Chicago to get things shut down there, this mission to locate Danilo and anyone on this side of the world who may have been involved fell to me.

      But the Russian twist is unexpected.

      It creates a new wrinkle in my plan. The mission was just supposed to be to take out this fucker, to make him pay for what he did to Evangeline, and maybe save a few more here in the process. But I can't stop knowing there are other innocent women out there, ones potentially being held and sold on US soil. Not when I can do something about it.

      I jab my knife into him again, twisting and slicing, and he cries out, the sound echoing through the still night air. But out here, there isn’t anyone to hear him. No one to hear the shots I took. No one to discover the massacre, perhaps for several days. Their choice of remote meeting spots sealed their fates tonight even though I’ve had them marked for death for far longer.

      “You…said…you wouldn’t kill me…” He barely manages to get the words out around the blood flowing out of his mouth.

      I grin at him and stab again. “I said no such thing.” Rage fills me as I spit in his face and watch it slide down over his blood-stained mouth. “You're getting what you deserve.”

      The second I release my hold on him, he crumples to the dirt, and I make my way to the trunk and pop it open. The girl lies bound and blindfolded, trembling, still in the school uniform she was wearing when I watched him lure her into his car back in the city before I followed him up here.

      I reach out a hand to her arm, and she kicks out violently with her bound legs, some fight still in her despite what she's already been through at the hands of this monster.

      “Huwag kang magalala.” My Tagalog is absolute shit, but I hope she understands what I'm trying to say to her, my assurance that she’s okay and that I won’t hurt her.

      She freezes and turns her head toward me even though she can’t see anything. Her bottom lip quivers, and tears slip from beneath the blindfold covering her eyes and down her cheeks.

      I gently lay my hand on her arm. “Do you speak English?”

      She offers a tiny nod.

      “I'm gonna lift you out of the trunk and set you onto your feet. The men who took you can't hurt you anymore. You understand what I'm telling you?”

      Even in the trunk, she must have heard the shots that took out Danilo’s buddies, and she likely caught some of what I said to him, even if it was only muffled bits and pieces.

      The girl is right to be scared of me.

      She nods, trembling uncontrollably despite how suffocatingly hot it must have been in the trunk.

      “Good.” I reach in and scoop her up into my arms like she weighs nothing.

      Her entire body vibrates so badly that when I set her onto her feet, I have to use my hand to steady her for a moment before she can get her balance. Using the same bloody knife that killed Danilo to cut the bindings at her ankles and wrists feels almost poetic, but when she reaches up to grab the blindfold, I capture her wrist with my free hand.

      “Leave it on. Count to 200. Then get into this car and drive to the first police station you can find. You understand?”

      She nods.

      I can't take the risk of her seeing me and describing me to the police. I'd never get out of the country if they were looking for me. She seems to understand exactly what I’m saying without having to explain it further, though. Perhaps she can sense she’s been saved and wants me to get away clean, even knowing what I just did.

      This poor girl can’t even comprehend what would have happened to her had I not been watching and planning this already. If I had come next week, she’d be on a ship bound for only God knows where a day from now.

      My heart tightens in my chest, and I release a deep sigh. I rest my hand on her shoulder, and she flinches. Rubbing gently, I lean into her. “You're going to be okay. I promise.”

      It isn't a promise I can make and definitely not one I can help keep in any way—that’s one hundred percent on her and how she lets what happened affect her long-term—but I hope it's true. Like Eva, I pray she’s able to move past what’s been done to her and find a normal life with someone who loves her.

      Not that we all get that. Some of us never will.

      I glance at Danilo’s cell. “There’s a phone on the ground right near you. In case you need it. Tell them it belonged to the man who took you.”

      The man I came to the Philippines to kill lies bleeding out on the ground, gurgling and gasping for breath.

      Mission accomplished.

      He won’t last long enough for any help to arrive, but it’s still too good a death for him. It would have been nice to have a few days or even a week with him, to make him suffer and take him apart piece by piece. But I’ll take this win, even if it isn’t exactly how I wanted it.

      Things rarely are. I’ve learned to accept that they never will be.

      I give him one hard kick in the stomach. He cries out, and his former captive flinches and shifts away from the sound slightly but starts counting. “One. Two. Three. Four…”

      Shit.

      I never meant to scare her more, just needed to get in one last good one before I grab my gun and make my way back out across the small clearing to disappear into the darkness of the jungle.

      It'll be like I was never here.

      Get in. Get out. Nothing but bodies behind.

      By the time she's done counting, the carnage will be the only evidence I was ever here.

      A ghost.

      A reaper on a mission to right this particular wrong.

      It’s the only thing I’m good at.

      Except, it seems this is only the tip of the iceberg. Next stop—New York.
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        VIKTORIA

      

      

      The deep bass thumps through the floor and straight into my temples, threatening to bring on a migraine I can’t afford right now. I need to be one hundred percent on the ball tonight if I have any chance of catching something that might help the investigation. If what Hank said is true, breaking this case wide open will require absolute focus.

      But just being in B66 makes unease coil around my spine and tighten with every passing minute. And it isn’t just because Hank asked me to come here with him during off-duty hours, without a formal open investigation, on what appears to be some sort of shady tip he received from some “mystery” source.

      I’m all for using who I need to on the streets to gather intel, but infiltrating a club owned by the Russian Bratva carries a risk far higher than anything else I’ve been involved with since becoming one of NYPD’s finest.

      I joined the force so I wouldn’t end up in a place like this—like so many of the girls I grew up with who had big dreams but ended up slinging drinks and sucking dicks just to make ends meet month to month, or feel like they belonged somewhere.

      This club is a magnet for desperate women like them and men with too much money and lacking any morals. No wonder Hank suspects it’s the center of the human trafficking ring we’ve long known runs here in NYC.

      So, while I may have fought hard to stay away from places like B66, knowing what might be happening here to innocent women means taking one for the team and coming to see what I can spot, regardless of how uncomfortable it may make me.

      Though, truth be told, maybe it’s more than this space and the people in it making me uncomfortable. Like the man at the end of the bar across from us.

      Tall.

      Muscular.

      Dark.

      And despite there being any number of threats in the club—gangsters carrying unregistered, loaded weapons, women selling themselves, and drugs, the potential for a familiar face—I can’t seem to drag my attention away from him.

      He’s new—if he were a player in town, I would recognize him. He has one of those faces you can’t forget—strong, stubbled jaw, piercing blue eyes visible even from this far away—and despite my best efforts to keep my focus where it needs to be tonight, something about him keeps drawing my attention that way.

      And it isn’t just how handsome he is.

      Something’s off about him, and it has been since the minute he walked in here and took a seat on the stool.

      His gaze never stops moving—from the door to the patrons, up to the balcony from where Yankovich runs his empire. He scans the club like he’s looking for someone or waiting for something to happen. Dozens of scantily clad women work the floor and try to sidle up next to him, offering everything from drugs and drinks to sex, but the guy doesn’t seem interested in the slightest. He offers them a little half-smile that doesn’t reach his eyes and says something that has them scurrying away quickly. Yet he remains almost completely still, calm and casual—at least, to the untrained eye. But to me, it’s clear—he’s here for something else.

      Maybe the same thing we are.

      The rumor is they’re still trafficking women brought in from all parts of the world. Innocents snatched off the streets and even straight from their homes, then thrown on huge cargo vessels to live in squalor for weeks or even months, making their way across to the States where they’re sold into sexual slavery to the highest sick bidder.

      I nudge Hank with my elbow and incline my head toward the mystery man while making it look like I’m just leaning in to talk over the loud music. “The guy at the end of the bar.”

      Hank raises an eyebrow and surreptitiously glances at him over his shoulder while he takes a sip of his beer. “What about him?”

      “I think he’s here looking to buy.” And I don’t mean drugs.

      “What makes you say that?”

      I continue to keep my eye on the man while pretending to laugh at something Hank said. It’s important we blend in here. If we get made as cops, this could end with a lot of bloodshed. And while I wouldn’t mind seeing some of Yankovich’s men in body bags for what they’ve done, I prefer to keep Hank and myself out of them. “Watch the way he’s looking around. He isn’t paying any attention to the girls on the floor. He’s searching for something or someone in particular.”

      “Yankovich?”

      “Maybe?”

      It would make sense if he’s here for the same reason we are. Yankovich runs this place and the bratva in NYC. He’s the one who will be in charge of any trafficking that’s happening. The man who will need to approve all buyers.

      “I haven’t seen him come down from the second floor once since we got here, though.”

      Nor would he.

      Yankovich is smart enough not to get his hands dirty, especially somewhere as public as this. Anyone could walk in off the streets and witness deals handled up on that balcony. He won’t want to be seen doing anything that could get him put away.

      I fucking hate smart criminals.

      They’re the hardest to catch and usually the ones getting away with the nastiest stuff. The kind of stuff that keeps people like me—who have to clean up after it and deal with the aftermath—awake at night.

      Hank wraps his arm around me and leans in close, both of us trying to make it appear like we’re here as a couple and so we can ensure our conversation isn’t heard by any curious ears near us. Though, with as loud as it is in here, that’s unlikely, anyway. Perhaps the one positive note to the noise pounding on my brain relentlessly. “What you want to do? Want to grab him?”

      I place my hand over his on my shoulder and brush my mouth against his ear while peeking at the man out of the corner of my eye. He hasn’t moved from his perch at the bar, and his disinterested demeanor hasn’t changed, either. “Watch him. See if we can get any confirmation of what he’s doing here.”

      There isn’t much else we can do at the moment. We haven’t witnessed anything illegal yet, other than girls disappearing down the back hallway with bar patrons. But what happens behind the closed doors back there is the least of our worries. The girls on the floor here are doing it willingly and aren’t our primary concern. While I’d love to get them out of this life, help them clean up and get decent jobs that don’t require them to spread their legs or gag on cock for money, it’s the women who don’t choose it and are bought and sold who are our focus tonight.

      A nod of his head confirms Hank agrees with the plan to wait and watch. So, we pretend to flirt and slowly sip at our drinks while maintaining a close watch on the man and the rest of the patrons in case anyone else interesting shows up.

      With Michail Yankovich safely tucked up in the private balcony on the second floor, overseeing his kingdom but keeping his distance from the action, it won’t be easy to nail him on anything. But if we can get an insider, someone who will feed us information, or someone we can put the screws to for cooperation, we just might be able to bring down the man responsible for so much misery.

      Maybe it’s wishful thinking on my part, but I have to believe good will triumph over evil, or I couldn’t do this job day in and day out. Seeing what we do every day, the destruction and vileness humans show to each other, weighs on my soul in a way I never imagined it could. It’s the only reason I agreed to Hank’s off-the-books trip here tonight in the first place, but now that I’m here, I can’t just walk away without something to show for it.

      And that moment might have finally just come…

      “Hold on.” I tighten my hand on Hank. “Alexei Kosofik just came out of the back hallway, and the guy grabbed him.”

      Hank chuckles. “He has some balls to lay his hands on Kosofik.”

      “Or he’s really stupid.”

      Something tells me that’s not the case, though. This guy is too careful. Too meticulous in how he’s leaning against the bar, how he’s watching everyone, how he moves and doesn’t put his back to the front door.

      Something is definitely off here.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        REAPER

      

      

      I sip at my tonic with lime and scan the bar for what feels like the hundredth time since I arrived. Definitely isn't the type of place I want to be spending my evening and hanging out. But when I got to New York and started talking to the people in the know, all streets led me here. And to Michail Yankovich.

      “They can get you anything you want. Their auctions are the best I've ever been to.”

      I cringed having to hear the way the people I pretended to befriend talked about these women…children even. Like they’re a commodity to buy and sell and broker to the highest bidder rather than human beings with families and lives and hopes and dreams that were destroyed when they were taken. But I can play the part. I can play any part to get to my end goal. So, I smiled and nodded and said the words I needed to get me here—to B66, the center of the bratva’s activities in the city.

      Now all I need to do is find Alexei Kosofik, Yankovich’s underboss. The bastard hasn't shown his face here the last three days I’ve been hanging around, and the rumor mill suggests another auction will be happening soon. That means I don't have a lot of time to fuck around. He’s likely busy making final preparations, but if I want to get to the girls before they’re sold out from under my nose, I need to find them first. That will only happen through him.

      I turn and lean back against the bar so I can appear to casually glance up at the private loft where Michail Yankovich always stays—just out of reach of anyone except those he deems worthy. I haven't seen him set foot down here once, even though this is his place. The man uses his balcony like a throne to lord over his kingdom, not caring about the fact that what he's doing to these women is destroying not just their lives.

      He doesn't pay any attention to me watching him from below, just scans the crowd, then returns to the leather couch against the wall to drink and chuckle with his cronies.

      Fucking asshole.

      Men like him are the reason I joined the military in the first place, only I never expected to find them on US soil. At least now that I’ve been forced into retirement, I can stay busy using the skills good ole Uncle Sam gave me to eliminate fuckers like him and ensure innocents aren’t caught up in his enterprise of filth.

      I turn back to the bar and take another sip of my drink while I survey the club. The brunette across the bar, who I’ve caught watching me a few times, locks green eyes with me for a second before she darts her gaze away with a sweep of her long, dark hair and leans in to murmur something to the man next to her.

      He wraps his arm around her as if they’re a couple and he’s drawing her closer, but the body language is all wrong. I snort and crunch on a piece of ice. They’re clearly cops. It couldn’t be any more obvious if they had a neon sign above them pointing down that read, “The Fuzz.”

      And likely, they’re here for the same reason I am—because the Russians are up to no good. The girls are just one very small portion of their business, but it’s a lucrative one. One I intend to use to get my foot in the door and the information I need.

      Speaking of doors…

      The one that leads down the back hallway opens. Private rooms lie beyond it, and I keep seeing the dancers and waitresses disappearing down there with customers. Alexei Kosofik steps out, adjusting his cock behind his zipper.

      This might be my only chance.

      Before he can make it too far past me, I reach out a hand and grab his arm, stopping him in his tracks.

      A stupid move for anyone, but intentionally so on my part.

      It has to appear that I'm an idiot who doesn't know what he's doing. Some Midwestern farm boy who made his way here to purchase something very specific but who is naïve and clueless about the ways of this very dark world.

      I plaster on my most idiotic smile. “Hey, are you Alexei Kosofik?”

      He shoves off my hand and steps in to me with a snarl, puffing out his chest. “Who the fuck is asking?”

      I retreat a bit, shrinking back and holding up my hands in surrender, trying to appear intimidated by his display even though I could kill him with my bare hands in ten seconds right where we stand. “Got your name from an old friend. He said you might have what I'm looking for. Potentially in red?”

      Kosofik eyes me for a moment, from my dirty boots, up over my jeans and black T-shirt. “Who is this old friend of yours?”

      I shrug and glance around but don't see anyone paying us much attention aside from the brunette. “He asked that I not use his name. You know, given the circumstances. But I have money. Whatever it takes to find what I'm looking for. It’s hard to come by where I’m from.”

      He makes a scan of the club, then inclines his head to the bartender, who hands him a leather-bound menu. Holding it up, he leans into me. “You tell me what you’re looking for, then you give me your cell phone number and I'll text you with the time and location.”

      Progress!

      I smile at him and grab the “menu” from his hand. Acid climbs up my throat as I flip it open and read the pages. Of course, they aren’t stupid enough to make what they’re selling obvious. It’s disguised as a “wine” list, with characteristics of the girls described in terms that any layperson would never think suspicious.

      Red blend – 2014 vintage. South American grown fruit.

      The lime tonic water churns violently in my stomach.

      A fucking seven-year-old child.

      I have to force myself to stay unaffected and close the menu slowly. Handing it back to Kosofik, I smile. “The red blend from 2000, Romania, would be lovely.”

      He nods and grabs a napkin and pen from the bar, and I hastily scribble down the number for the burner phone I bought.

      “What's your name?” The question holds every ounce of suspicion he still has about me, so it’s time to really turn on my act.

      “Adam Jones. From Minneapolis.” The lie rolls off my tongue easily. And I know enough about Adam's life before he died to answer any questions this guy might have when he undoubtedly checks up on me before sending me any further information.

      I’m sure Adam wouldn't mind my using his identity for this good cause. He died protecting the innocent, and now, his name can help save others.

      Rest easy, brother.

      Kosofik nods toward the front door. “I suggest you leave now.”

      I hold up my hands and back away. “I'll wait for your text.”

      He scowls and watches me leave. Giving him my back feels wrong and foreign and goes against everything I’ve ever been trained to do when it comes to the enemy, but it’s a necessary action here. He has to believe I’m too stupid to do anything to interfere with their operations—just some farm boy completely out of his element in the big city looking for something only they can supply.

      The second I step out the door into the not-so-fresh city night air, I light a cigarette and make my way toward where I parked the rental truck down the street. Footsteps follow behind me—light and casual. Someone who knows what they’re doing and likely wouldn’t be noticed by anyone else.

      As I near the end of the building where the alley starts, the man with the brunette darts around me and steps out to block my path. The footsteps behind me stop, and I glance over my shoulder to find her only a few feet back, at the ready should I make any attempt to flee.

      I take a drag off my cigarette and twist back to raise an eyebrow at the man in front of me. “Can I help you with something, officer?”

      He scowls at me and glances toward the front door of the club, probably concerned someone heard what I just said, but we’re too far from it for anyone to have been alerted to who and what he is—that is, if they didn’t already know given how obvious it was to me in the club.

      I drop my cigarette to the sidewalk and grind it out with my boot.

      His gaze follows the movement, and he raises an eyebrow at me and inclines his head toward the woman behind me. “Cuff him.”

      Shit. I do not have time for this.

      I sigh and roll my eyes. “What's the charge, officer?”

      The cop sneers at me as his partner grabs my wrist and jerks it behind me. My first instinct is to knock her back, take them both out, and hightail it out of here before they know what hit them, but that would only put a target on my back from the NYPD. That’s the last thing I need when I'm on a mission like this.

      He steps forward and reaches down for the cigarette butt on the sidewalk. “Littering. In violation of New York City Administrative Code Section 16-118.”

      Smug fucker.

      I smirk at him as his partner secures the cuffs to my other wrist.

      This is annoying and will eat up valuable time when I could be gathering more information and preparing for what I’m going to need to do, but at least it will be entertaining to fuck with New York’s finest.
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      “Something is so off about this guy.” I stare at the screen showing the video feed from inside the interrogation room where we’re holding the man we grabbed from B66.

      Roderick Dixon—at least according to his ID.

      Hank glances up at me from his phone, which he’s been glued to since the moment we got back. “Why do you say that?”

      I sigh and slouch down into my chair. “We’ve been letting him stew in there for two hours and he’s barely moved. He’s just sitting there, like a damn statue. Most people would be restless, sweating, nervous. But not this guy.”

      “So, what are you thinking?”

      I sigh and push to my feet. “I don’t know yet, but I’m going to find out what the hell he was doing at B66.”

      Hank shifts uneasily and peeks at his phone again. “I, uh, need to go make a phone call. You start with him. You’re always good at getting under the skin of these types.”

      Making a phone call instead of interrogating our potential way into B66? What the hell are you up to, Hank?

      I narrow my eyes on him. It doesn’t make any sense for him not to want in on this questioning. The whole stakeout was his idea in the first place, his deal. Something is going on with my partner, too, but I can only handle one man at a time. And right now, the one in that room has to take priority. I can deal with Hank and make him fess up later. “Make your call quick.”

      He inclines his head in acknowledgment before I head down the hall to the interrogation room. Whatever Mr. Dixon’s deal is, he’s going to come clean to me tonight. It’s too important for him not to. If what Hank suspects is right, there are innocent girls out there who need to be found—fast.

      Even when I unlock the door and push it open, Dixon doesn’t flinch. Doesn’t even look my way, just stares straight ahead like he’s sleeping with his eyes open. For all he seems to care, he could be sitting on a beach, relaxing under the sun instead of stuffed in here, with no windows, very little airflow, on a rickety chair.

      The door closes behind me with a click, and I slowly lower myself into the chair across from him. Blue eyes meet mine, but they give away nothing. Perfect glassy pools I could swim in—but blank.

      How the fuck does he do that?

      I shove his pack of Marlboros and his Zippo across the table to him. “Thought you might want one of these. You've been in here quite a while.”

      He smirks at me, the first sign of any emotion I’ve seen from him since we grabbed him outside B66, and reaches out to take what I’ve proffered. Large hands deftly light a cigarette, and my focus follows as he brings it to his mouth and takes a drag from it with his perfect lips.

      Shit. I’m staring.

      It’s hard not to with a guy like this. There’s just something about him. The way he carries himself. The way he speaks. He’s the kind of man who could be lethal to a woman’s libido, and likely in other ways, too.

      I force myself to meet his eyes, and he raises a brow at me, waiting for me to speak. “What were you doing at B66, Mr. Dixon?”

      Dixon releases a plume of smoke into the air and leans back in his chair casually, crossing one arm over his barrel chest, causing his dark T-shirt to pull tightly across his well-formed pecs and biceps. “I thought you arrested me for littering.”

      Smartass.

      “We did, and you'll be charged with that, but it doesn't mean we can't chat about something else.”

      He offers me a casual shrug that I know is anything but. It’s all an act, one he does well. “I was there for a drink.”

      Lie.

      “No, you weren't. The bartender poured you tonic and lime—all night. He never put a drop of alcohol in anything that you drank.”

      A grin he fights tugs at the corners of his lips, and he takes another drag, releasing a smoke ring that slowly dissipates in the air between us. “You were paying attention. I'm impressed.”

      I snort and shake my head, fisting my hands on the top of the metal table. “Why is that so shocking? A woman can’t be a good, observant cop?”

      His brow furrows, and he shifts forward slightly to tap his cigarette into the ratty-looking ashtray on the table. “No. Because I figured you had more important things to worry about than what I was drinking, like Yankovich.”

      Yankovich.

      My heart thunders against my rib cage. I certainly hadn’t expected him to bring up the man we were there for, but it gives me the opening I’m looking for. “What do you know about him?”

      Dixon shrugs again and takes another drag, blowing the smoke out the side of his mouth. “Just that he owns the place.”

      Bullshit.

      A man like Dixon doesn’t just hang out at a place like B66 for shits and giggles, ignoring the girls and not drinking. And I don’t like dancing around the truth, let alone being lied to. “What was in the leather menu Alexei Kosofik handed you?”

      The blue of his eyes darkens slightly as he leans toward me and snuffs out the cigarette in the ashtray. “A drink menu. So I could order something a little more interesting than tonic water.”

      Fucking smartass. This isn’t going anywhere.

      I scowl at him, shove away from the table, unlock the door, and storm out of it, letting it click closed behind me, locking him in. We've barely gotten started and he’s already rattled me. Instead of me getting under his skin, he’s managed to worm his way under mine. And I can’t lose my cool in there with him. That would get us nowhere fast—even more nowhere than we already are, that is. I need to figure out who and what this guy really is so I can come back better prepared and break down that wall of smug machismo he exudes.

      Entering the squad room, I spot Hank down the hallway toward the bathrooms on his phone and motion him over to our desks.

      He ends his call and approaches me, eyebrows raised. “Well?”

      I drop into my chair and slam my fist on the desk. “Nothing. But he definitely knows something.”

      Hank grabs a single sheet of paper off my desk that I hadn’t even noticed. “Not much on his criminal history check.”

      I grab the sheet that must have been dropped off after I went into the interrogation room and scan it quickly.

      Nothing. Literally nothing.

      There isn’t a single speeding ticket, arrest, not even a damn parking ticket listed on this guy.

      “This is all we have on him?”

      No one is a ghost. No one. Everyone has a past. Everyone has skeletons hiding in their closets—even me. And with the way Hank is acting, it sure seems like he might, as well. All I need to do is find Dixon’s and I’ll have a way to get him to talk.

      Hank shrugs. “Apparently so.”

      “Impossible…unless…”

      Unless someone cleaned up anything so no one would ever find anything.

      “What are you thinking, Vik?”

      “Special ops, maybe?” I fire up my computer and grab the phone off my desk to call in a favor. “I’m going to see what I can dig up on this guy.”

      “Do you want to cut him loose?”

      “No. Give me some time to see what I can find.”

      Hank motions toward the interrogation room. “Let me go see if I have any better luck with him in the meantime. We can play bad cop/good cop.”

      I snort and shake my head. “Which one am I?”

      Hank smirks at me and shrugs. “Remains to be seen.”

      He makes his way toward the interrogation room as I dial a number I know by heart. I don’t like asking for favors when it can get someone in trouble, especially the illegal kind, but there’s only one person I know who has access to military records.

      Anya answers on the second ring. “Vik? What’s up?”

      I glance around the room to ensure no one is within earshot. It would be very bad if anyone overheard the request I’m about to make. “I need info on someone I think is special forces, may be active, potentially retired.”

      She sighs. “And I suppose you don’t want me to tell you how I get it?”

      “Exactly.”

      Using Anya to get information that would otherwise be unavailable isn’t at the top of my list of favorite things to do. I’ve only asked for her help once before, and it’s weighed on my conscience ever since. I’m a good cop who likes to do things by the book, but special times call for special measures, and something tells me Roderick Dixon won’t be easy to nail down—at least, not by any legal means.

      “Give me what you have, sis, and I’ll see what I can do.”
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      I take a drag off my cigarette and fiddle with my lighter—flicking it open and closed, the click of the lid the only sound in the room while I wait…again. The familiar feel of the metal in my hand threatens to bring up memories I can’t possibly deal with right now.

      It would be dangerous to let them come to the surface while I’m in a place like this and need to maintain my cool. Despite their best efforts to get me off my game and rattle me, it won’t happen.

      This is too important to fuck it up. The memories of how I got this lighter and what it’s been through with me will remain buried under years of scar tissue intended to keep them at bay for as long as is humanly possible.

      Hopefully, forever.

      I wouldn’t be surprised if they left me in here that long. They likely would if they legally could. Those two seem the type to think letting me stew will get me to break. That thought brings a smile to my lips as I take another pull off my cigarette. So does remembering the flash of anger in the brunette’s eyes when I refused to give her what she wanted. That woman’s passion simmers barely beneath her restrained surface, ready to burst.

      The doorknob turns, only instead of the sexy brunette entering, it’s her partner who walks in with a sneer on his lips. He smooths a hand over his beard, meeting my gaze with a hard one of his own.

      Well, this is a surprise. I thought she would come back for round two.

      I raise an eyebrow and lean back in my chair. “Your turn?” I cross my arms over my chest. “You two really got a thing for littering, huh?”

      He pulls out the chair across from me that his partner occupied less than an hour ago and slowly lowers himself into it. This would be much more enjoyable with the pretty brunette, but it seems they’ve decided to play good cop/bad cop with me.

      Though, I’m not entirely sure which one is supposed to be which.

      His sexy partner was definitely annoyed and flustered during our brief conversation, but she wasn’t hostile or aggressive. More like hot and bothered—though maybe that was just me bantering with her. Our interaction definitely did good things to my body.

      I guess that means this man is the “bad cop.”

      He leans back in his chair, crossing his arms over his chest, matching my position. It’s probably meant to be intimidating, but this guy is anything but. Cops don’t scare me. Not much does anymore after everything I’ve seen and done. After that much blood, that much violence. The violent nature of the human race. What madmen will do for power. I thought nothing could affect me anymore.

      Until now…

      The thought of those girls getting sold off to sick fucks who will use them for all sorts of depraved torture brings up a fear I’ve never experienced. That poor girl from Danilo’s trunk back outside Manila. The way she shook uncontrollably. Her flinching away from my touch even when it was meant to help and comfort her. It got to me, more than I’d ever admit out loud to anyone.

      “Cut the shit, Dixon, or whatever the fuck your name is. The only hang-up my partner and I have is that we’re both desperate to keep the streets of New York clean, and I’m not referring to your fucking cigarette, but I think you already know that.”

      Of course, I do.

      They wouldn’t have been at B66 if they didn’t already suspect something shady was going on there; though, what they actually know remains to be seen. My information about the ring came straight from the source—Danilo pointed me in this direction before I left him to die, and there isn’t any question he was involved with it since Evangeline made it clear who sold her. Then my people here only confirmed what I already knew.

      What these cops know is another story. I’m sure they have their own sources, people they may trust, but that doesn’t mean I trust them or the information they might have.

      Detective Grayson uncrosses his arms and leans forward, propping his forearms on top of the metal table. “I think you and I aren’t all that different. Hell, I think we were both at B66 for the same reason.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “You looking for a piece of ass, too?” I angle my head and tip my chin toward the door. “If that’s the case, the next time, you might want to leave the arm candy at home.”

      There was no way he was going to get anywhere with Yankovich or Kosofik with a woman like his partner hanging all over him. The men they want at their auctions, buying their women, aren’t going to show up with one as poised and beautiful as Detective Garin to make a fucking purchase.

      He clenches his fists on the table and nods, the evidence of his annoyance and frustration building just like it did with his partner when she was in here.

      I bet he doesn’t even know I can tell he’s biting the inside of his cheek.

      “That’s good advice, and I might buy that you were in there looking to get laid if you had paid an iota of attention to the bitches hanging on your arm, but you dismissed every one of them. I saw the exchange with Kosofik.”

      I raise an eyebrow at him again. “And?”

      I’m not about to offer him the information he’s so obviously fishing for. He doesn’t know jack shit and has nothing on me to keep me here once they issue the “littering” charges that I can no doubt easily have dismissed after paying a simple fine.

      “And you’re wasting your fucking time. My father wrote the book on vigilante justice, man. He helped take down Yankovich’s two brothers, but it took him years to do it. You’re in over your head, and I don’t have time to waste on you, so you have a choice to make. Either you stand the fuck down and drop whatever it is you’re doing, or you tell me what you know, and we nail this guy to the cross before any other girls go missing or get hurt.”

      Stand the fuck down? Who the fuck does this guy think he is?

      There’s no way I’m letting him or his partner get in the way of my mission. We may have a shared goal, but I made a promise to Cutter that I would make Danilo and everyone else responsible pay for what they did to Eva. Cutter came to me for a reason—he knows I won’t stop until every single one of them who had a hand in it is six feet under.

      Cops only fuck things up. Their hands are tied by rules and regulations. Worries about superiors and the law. Nothing will hold me back when the time comes, and I can’t have them fucking things up with their ethical bullshit.

      Detective Grayson pushes back his chair and stands. “I can’t keep you here. But I can promise you that if you get in my way, there is an army of people who have no fucking problem making you disappear.”

      I snort and chuckle. “I’d like to see you fucking try.”

      This guy has no idea who he’s dealing with. But if he interferes with my mission again, he’s soon going to learn what I’m truly capable of.

      He reaches into his jacket, pulls out a business card, and lays it on the table. “If you want this guy so badly, you’re going to have to go through me.” He nudges the card toward me. “Choose wisely, Dixon.”

      The door shuts behind him, and I reach out and grab the card, turning it slowly in my hand.

      Choose wisely.

      It sounds like something Dad would have said to me before I left the house on a Friday night as a teenager. But it’s clear, it wasn’t just a warning. It was a threat.

      Detective Grayson may have more balls than I thought.

      If he has even an inkling of who I am, threatening me takes on a whole different meaning. He’s putting a target on his back, one I can easily hit…even with my fucking eyes closed.

      Game on.
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      I lean back in my chair at my desk and release a heavy sigh into the phone, staring at the stain on the old, warped ceiling tiles I’ve watched slowly grow over the years. “Thanks, Danny. I appreciate you trying.”

      “Sorry I wasn’t much help, Vik.”

      “Not your fault. I’ll talk to you later.” I end the call and toss my phone onto my desk a little too hard, sending it skittering across the marred wooden top.

      Another dead end.

      I don’t know why I thought my friend over at the FBI might be able to find something I couldn’t on Dixon, but I had to pursue every avenue available while I wait for Anya to work a miracle. Then again, if my suspicions about him are right, then maybe Danny did find something and just can’t or won’t tell me. Government secrecy and all that shit. Either way, my frustration has built enough to start a throbbing in my temples.

      Maybe Hank is having more luck with him.

      It might be our only hope of finding out what his interest is in Yankovich and B66.

      I push away from my desk to check on the interrogation, but my ringing phone makes me turn back. Anya’s name flashes across the screen.

      Please have something…

      Dropping back into my chair, I grab my phone and answer, “Hey, did you get anything?”

      “You were right.”

      I grin and lean back, rubbing at my temple with my free hand. “I typically am, but what about this time?”

      Anya snorts. “This guy you asked me to look into. I assume you don't want to know how I got the information.”

      Guilt churns the acid in my stomach. “I don't.” I drop my hand and glance around the squad room to make sure no one is within earshot. “What did you find?”

      “He joined the army at eighteen, right out of high school, and by the time he was twenty-two, he had been moved to the Combat Applications Group at Fort Bragg.”

      “Combat Applications Group? I don't get it.”

      “That's one of the code names for Delta Force.”

      “Shit. So, I was right?” It certainly explains a lot.

      “Yeah, so it looks like he was a member of that unit for the last ten years or so. Retired about six months ago.”

      “He seems pretty young to retire.”

      The sound of her clicking on a keyboard floats through the line. “Looks like a medical discharge. I haven't been able to get into any more specific files because those things are locked up tighter than Fort Knox, but it's possible he was injured.”

      “He sure looked healthy and fit to me…” The way his hard muscles flexed under his T-shirt with every little move he made at the club and in the interrogation room definitely suggests a man in good shape.

      But what the hell is a former Delta Force operative doing at B66 and getting tied up with Yankovich?

      “Were you able to get anything else?”

      Anya scoffs. “Do you have any idea how difficult that was to get? How about a thank you?”

      I rub my eyes, trying to combat the growing migraine building behind them that seems to have migrated from my temples. “You're right. I'm sorry. Thank you. But did you get anything else? Anything I might be able to use? Maybe where he came to New York from or something that might be able to get him to realize he needs to talk?”

      “Vik, this guy likely has resources you can’t even imagine. Even retired, he has a skill set and training that make him more than capable of handling an interrogation from a New York City cop. And he likely has access to all sorts of different identifications, passports, and travel documents. Even if I tried to track him or where he’s been, there is no way to know what name he was traveling under.”

      “Shit.” I slam a palm against my desk and get a few looks from some people in the squad room. “I hadn’t even thought about that.”

      “Who is this guy? Why are you so interested in him? Is he a suspect?”

      Is he?

      He was definitely acting suspicious at B66, and his little talk with Kosofik suggests he may be looking for the girls. But why is less clear. He doesn’t strike me as a buyer, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t working for someone who is—perhaps picking up the “package” and delivering it to the sick fucker making the purchase.

      “I can't tell you. Even if I wanted to. Which I don't.” It’s bad enough I dragged her into a case by asking her to look into him—through illegal means. I don’t need her being any more involved in this. “So, please, don’t ask again.”

      Anya sighs again, that same annoyed sound she’s always used since childhood when she gets frustrated with me. “Vik, I’m worried about you. This isn’t the kind of guy you want to tangle with.”

      “I can handle it. Handle him.”

      She snorts and chuckles. “I've heard that before.”

      I lean back in my chair and scan the squad room for anyone potentially eavesdropping. “I gotta go. But thanks for the info. This conversation never happened.”

      “Of course not. I'll keep digging, too, to see if I can find anything useful.”

      “Thanks.”

      I end the call and glance down the hallway toward the interrogation rooms. Still no sign of Hank, so he must be in there with Dixon. I flip on my computer screen to try to peek in on their conversation through the live feed, but the feed from the room I left our suspect in is black.

      “What the hell?”

      “Something wrong, Vik?” Pete peers over my shoulder at my screen.

      I motion toward the blank screen. “I was trying to check on an interrogation, but the feed isn’t showing anything.”

      Pete leans over and uses my mouse to click on another feed which instantly pops up, showing Detective Jacobson interrogating a suspect in a different room. “Looks like the other feeds are working. Maybe a malfunction on this one? Check the equipment.”

      Shit.

      If Hank is having any success with Dixon, none of it will be on video or audio, which makes it ten times harder if we bring a case to trial in the future.

      I push away from my desk, head back toward the interrogation rooms, and almost run directly into Hank as he comes around the corner. “Did you get anywhere with Dixon?”

      Hank stops and rubs the back of his neck, glancing behind me toward the squad room. “The guy stonewalled me just like he did to you.”

      “Well, I just got confirmation from a source that he is former Delta Force. It doesn't surprise me that he’s being difficult. But maybe I can use that information to get under his skin.”

      “I let him go, Vik.”

      “What? Why the hell did you do that?”

      I wasn’t anywhere near done with that man, and we still don’t have any of the answers we need. Given a bit more time, I might have gotten something useful out of that handsome hardass man.

      Hank motions back toward the room where I sat across from Dixon not so long ago. “Because the littering charge was bullshit, and you know it. He would've gotten it dismissed if the DA even decided to charge it. And that's not the type of guy you want pissed off at you.”

      Anger tightens my hands into fists at my sides. “I could've broken him, Hank. I could've found out what he was doing at B66. What his interest is in all of this.”

      “I don't think that guy breaks for anything, Vik. Except maybe a deer in the road. Just let it go, and we’ll continue our investigation.”

      What the hell? Let it go?

      If I weren’t standing right here and hadn’t heard it with my own ears, I wouldn’t believe those words just came out of Hank’s mouth. He’s never been the type to let things go. Neither am I. It’s why we’ve always worked so well as partners. We aren’t willing to let things slip through the cracks.

      But for some reason, he was willing to let Dixon go without getting any answers when we could have kept him at least a few hours longer and pushed him harder. The man never even asked for an attorney after we read him his rights and brought him in. We had free rein…at least for a little while longer. And Hank let him walk.

      The blank footage flashes at the forefront of my mind. “I tried to watch the interrogation footage from when you were in with him, but it was blank. What happened?”

      “Oh, yeah?” Hank glances behind him toward the room and rubs his neck again. “I couldn't get the equipment to work.”

      Bullshit.

      In all the years we have worked together, I've never seen Hank so fidgety, averting his eyes, trying to brush off my concerns.

      He’s lying.

      Whatever happened between Dixon and Hank in that room, he didn’t want it recorded, and then he rushed our suspect out of here before I could question him again. That was intentional. There isn’t any doubt in my mind.

      The question is…why? Why would Hank help someone who is clearly involved in the shady shit happening at B66?

      Hank's focus centers on something over my shoulder. “Shit. Sorry, Vik, Tiffany is here for some reason. I gotta go talk to her and make sure Brady is okay.”

      You have got to be fucking kidding me…

      How convenient that his ex-wife appears right when I’m about to grill him for more answers about Dixon.

      Hank is up to something, and whatever it is, it isn't good.

      I never thought I'd say it, but I'm starting not to trust my own partner.
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      I flick open my Zippo and light up a cigarette, but sucking in much-needed nicotine to my system doesn't help the growing frustration tensing my body. Detective Grayson let me go over twenty-four hours ago, and there still hasn’t been any word from Kosofik. Plus, all I'm getting from my other sources in the city is dead end after dead end.

      Whatever is happening with this auction, anyone who knows anything is staying tight-lipped. Which makes my mission nearly impossible. Typically, it's pretty easy to shake loose the information I need—sometimes with the use of force—but all I’m getting now is stonewalled no matter what I do.

      It’s possible my appearance at B66 sent out a warning signal to Yankovich’s crew that made them lock down everything tightly and issue warnings against anyone who knew anything. But more likely, it was Detectives Grayson and Garin. They stood out like a damn lighthouse signaling “we don’t belong here”—at least to me. And if any of Yankovich’s men caught on, too, then they’re sure to be in crisis mode.

      I take a drag off the cigarette, close my eyes, and the image of the “menu” flashes against my lids, making me wince as if someone punched me straight in the gut.

      The sounds of the city surround me out on the fire escape. Honking horns. Yelling. Laughter. With over twenty million people in the New York metropolitan area, finding those innocent women is going to be impossible without some help. Which means I need more boots on the ground, more people to help crack kneecaps and put the screws to anyone who might have any information about the auction or where I can find the girls.

      And there are only two people I can trust to do that without a second thought. The men who have held my life in their hands while I have held theirs in mine. More like brothers than friends, they’ll come without question and do whatever it takes. And when they learn about what’s happening here and how my little favor for Cutter got me in this position, they’ll show up armed and ready.

      Yankovich and his crew are precisely the type of men we’ve spent years fighting against and taking out. The men who have caused us to lose other brothers and end up soaked in their blood. They’re the people we’ve dedicated our lives to eliminating. So, they’ll come. No question.

      I drop my cigarette and grind it out with my boot on the metal stair below me as I dial Chaos. While it rings, I lean forward and rest my elbows on my knees, sucking in a breath of air filled with all the smells of those millions of people.

      Chaos picks up on the second ring. “Yep.”

      “It's me. You busy?”

      Something metal bangs in the background before the phone jostles and he returns. “I got a minute.”

      “I need you in New York. Going to text Mouth to see if he can come.”

      More jostling crackles through the line, then a heavy sigh I know better than to take personally. “I'm kind of in the middle of something. What's going on there?”

      I run a hand through my hair and toss back my head to stare up at the night sky even though I can't see any stars here in the city. So different from so many places I’ve been, places with endless desert or jungle and no cities for hundreds of miles. “Cutter called and asked me to take care of an extermination in Manila.”

      Chaos chuckles low. “He told me about that last week when we talked. Sounds like it went well, though, so why do you sound so pissed?”

      “That part of it did, but I learned we have a bigger vermin problem.”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.” I fight back the memory of the girl I pulled from that trunk and what I did to Danilo to get the information that led me here. There isn’t any need to get into specifics over the phone. Chaos and Mouth both know I wouldn’t call if it wasn’t important and necessary. “It’s bad.”

      “What are we looking at?”

      “A whole lot of vodka-drinking rats.”

      “Shit. I'm not sure how long this will take me to clean up.”

      “Just get here as quickly as you can. Things are complicated. There’s…a woman cop who stuck her nose where it doesn’t belong.”

      Chaos bites back a laugh. “A woman, huh? Never known you to get bent out of shape over a skirt.”

      “Yeah, well, you’ll see why. Let me know when you're on your way.”

      “Stay out of trouble ‘til I get there.”

      I bark a laugh and end the call, then immediately pull up my messages and fire one off to Mouth.

      
        
          
            
              
        Vermin problem in New York.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Need you here.

      

      

      

      

      

      Almost immediately, the three little dots that let me know he's replying pop up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Give me a few days.

      

      

      

      

      

      My chest tightens, and I rub at it with my free hand.

      The girls might not have a few days.

      Yankovich’s auction could be happening right now, and I wouldn't have any fucking way of knowing. If Kosofik made me, he’ll never send the message giving me the information, and the girls could be gone before I can even make a move.

      All I can do is keep pounding the pavement and putting the screws to my sources, hoping something pans out while I wait for Chaos and Mouth to get here to help.

      I’m just one man in a city of millions. But when they get here, the three of us together will be a force to be reckoned with. The Russians have no idea what’s coming for them, and we will succeed. As long as Detective Grayson and his beautiful partner, Detective Garin, stay out of our way.

      Grayson and I may share the same goal but teaming up with him will be the last resort. If I can’t dig up anything useful in the next day or two, I’ll see what he’s willing to share with me.

      Until then, I’m ready to do whatever it takes to find those girls and get them home safely—no matter how much blood I have to spill.
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