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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Six Months Ago

      

      

      “It’s time to go home. Now.”

      Katelyn Modell placed her hands on her hips and narrowed her eyes for effect, hoping she didn’t sound as drunk as she felt. If she didn’t stand her ground and be firm, she’d end up spending the rest of the night puking instead of resting for her exam tomorrow. Her performance must’ve failed because her bestie, Lauren, just giggled. Well, I am kind of drunk. But at least I can still stand up straight and walk out of here, she thought triumphantly.

      The bar had become incredibly crowded a couple of hours ago, with people still squeezing in and suffocating the air out. Kate’s head pounded with every beat of the music. She was done partying and sick of not being able to hear herself think.

      “I’m not ready yet.” Lauren tumbled over her too-high sparkly heels, landing against the broad chest of the man she’d been dancing with for the last hour and a half. He wrapped an arm around her waist. Tight. Kate spotted the tattoo on the man’s hand of a ferocious lion with some poor gazelle-looking prey caught in its jaws.

      Shivering with disgust and trepidation, Kate looked up into the man’s gray eyes, feeling the chill once again. It was official: she didn’t like this guy. There was something strange about him, and it had nothing to do with his accent, which Lauren found sexy. Something about not being able to understand what foreign guys said was a huge turn-on for Lauren. Kate thought that was one of the stupidest things her friend had ever said.

      And if Kate didn’t get home soon and sleep this night off, she would be the stupid one. She had one last final exam for her master's in fashion marketing. She knew the material—no pun intended—which is why she had reluctantly agreed to come out and celebrate Lauren passing her last final earlier that day. They were both going to graduate and work in their industry. Together. Then, they’d start their fashion line for millennials and sell their clothing all over the globe.

      For that to happen, Kate needed a good night’s sleep before her eleven a.m. test.

      It was already two thirty.

      Kate held the man’s gaze. He studied her with annoyance. What was his name? He never said. More than once, he had tried to drag Lauren away, but Kate wouldn’t have it. She and Lauren had made a deal that they wouldn’t let any guy infiltrate their pack. They wouldn’t go off with a guy alone. There was strength in numbers.

      But Kate felt her strength fading with each passing minute. And the way Lauren was draped all over this tall guy’s beefy chest, Kate had no will to fight if she needed it.

      Kate shouted over loud rock music to the foreigner. “It’s time for us to go!”

      “Your friend doesn’t want to go.” His voice held some bass that shot a tremor down Kate’s spine.

      Kate grabbed her friend’s arm and pulled. “We have a test in the morning,” she said. “Can’t miss it, or we won’t graduate.”

      Lauren’s arms flailed about, grasping for the guy’s unnaturally large forearms. “Just one more dance,” she slurred.

      “No, Lauren. We’ve got to go. I finally got an Uber driver. He’s on his way.” Kate put the phone close to her face, having trouble concentrating on the numbers that made up the time. “Ten minutes,” she said, not sure. She should’ve said two to get her friend away from this guy. She shoved her phone into her back jeans pocket. “We can’t miss it, or we won’t get another one.” The New York City Council had capped the number of Uber and Lyft cars, putting their support behind expensive taxi drivers. Kate would hail a taxi if she had to—and make Lauren pay for it.

      “I’ll drive you home,” he offered.

      “No!” Kate yelled.

      “Yes!” Lauren exclaimed at the same time. She broke free from Kate’s hold and plastered herself against her giant rock.

      “You’ve been drinking,” Kate accused. “You can’t drive us home.”

      “I haven’t.”

      And strangely enough, Kate believed the man. His words weren’t slurred, his gaze was steady, and he danced with a more recognizable rhythm than her unfortunate friend. “We’re good.”

      “No, we’re not, Kate! Yes, please drive us home.” Kate yanked her friend back. “Ow!”

      “Are you stupid?” Kate hissed in her ear. “We don’t know this guy!”

      Lauren’s fierce blue eyes glared back. “I’m…I’m not stupid!” She tried hard. “He’s a gentlebum.”

      Kate rolled her eyes.

      “He hasn’t once stuck his finger…” Lauren lifted a twirling finger, her eyes going cross-eyed as she hypnotized herself. Kate slapped Lauren’s finger down, guessing what she was going to say about his finger and her too-short skirt, advertising plenty of access. “You go, Kate. I go with him.”

      “No, you don’t. We had a deal!”

      “Then you come.” She smiled triumphantly.

      Kate’s gaze shot to the gray eyes that mocked her. His lips curved up to one side. Kate likened him to a puppet master who pulled all of her bestie’s strings. Kate shot a desperate look at Lauren. If Kat didn’t pass this final exam, she’d have to take the class again in the fall. What was the point of taking an accelerated master's program track and graduating in the summer, if she would be stuck in the program through the fall?

      Her savings would take a hit, which she hadn’t planned on, having budgeted enough to fund through the summer. The rest of her savings would go to opening their business.

      “Please, Lauren. Not tonight. We’ve got to go. I want to pass my test tomorrow. We have plans, remember?”

      “She’s not leaving without me.”

      Kate refused to look at the man, feeling his menacing stare. His words chilled her because she believed them. Her friend wanted this man, now. Tonight. A man she didn’t know, whose name he had refused to tell Kate. He had whispered it—or something—in Lauren’s ear, and her best friend refused to tell her what it was. Was it his name?

      Gray Eyes smiled down at Lauren, who looked up adoringly but mostly drunkenly. “Let’s go.” Arm firmly around Lauren’s waist, they about-faced toward the front of the bar.

      Kate staggered after them, bumping into sweaty bodies and getting splattered with beer at least twice. Good thing she wore jeans and a T-shirt. She didn’t need any unwanted attention, distracting her from having a few hours of fun with Lauren before going home to rest. She called her friend’s name, who did nothing but giggle and lean into her new foreign muse. Kate used both hands to grasp the man’s huge bicep. He effortlessly shrugged her off. Kate stumbled out of the bar after the door nearly hit her in the face. She was sure the man had purposely shoved it back.

      “She’s not going anywhere without me,” Kate said firmly, her inebriation rapidly wearing off.

      Gray Eyes looked over his shoulder, his gaze running down her body. Kate’s arms circled her waist, although it was a warm August night. He shrugged. “Fine.”

      He walked Lauren to a dark waiting car, whose door opened seemingly on its own, and shoved her inside.

      “Hey! Don’t treat my friend⁠—”

      The man whirled, his large body blocking Kate’s view. His menacing glare shoved her words back down her throat. Blood pounded in her head. She bit her lip to keep her mouth shut. He could easily push her to the ground and drive away with her friend. Kate couldn’t let him do that. She and Lauren had come out together, and they were going home together. Period.

      He entered the car, and Kate quickly dove in after him. The door slammed, and Kate thought it was one of the loudest sounds she had ever heard. It split her head in two, disorienting her for a moment. She blinked away the confusion and gasped. A couple of girls lay passed out on a seat facing them, flanked by two more massive guys. She whipped around toward Lauren’s man for the night. “What’s going on?”

      Fire burned across her neck, and she slapped her hand to it, feeling something cold and hard there. “Ouch!” She leaned away. Her eyes focused on a needle held by the man sitting directly across from her. Lauren was already passed out on the other side of Gray Eyes. Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no.

      His vicious smile was the last thing she saw before her heavy lids slipped closed.
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        Four Months Ago

      

      

      “You can plead, beg, blackmail, whatever, Amber. It’s not going to change my mind.”

      Hunter Clark didn’t bother looking away from the computer screen. He could feel the daggers shooting out of the eyes of his partner, Amber Kilpatrick, who sat at the desk across from him. Phones at neighboring desks rang and rang as some officers were out of the precinct, and others shouted messages at each other from across the room or bragged about their collars. He moved around papers on the shared desk, looking for the additional notes he didn’t have in his notebook about a case.

      He was supposed to have had his cases updated last week to hand off to Amber’s new partner, whomever that was going to be. The desk sergeant hadn’t made a final call, and Amber couldn’t be more frustrated. Not only was she losing her very first partner, she had no idea who she’d be working with for the foreseeable future. Hunter had told her to give the sergeant a few names, but last he’d checked, Amber hadn’t done it.

      She was still foolishly holding out hope that he’d turn down vice.

      “You’re going to be stuck with someone like Baxter if you don’t schmooze the sergeant,” Hunter added. Amber half-groaned, and half-sighed dramatically. She hated Bruce Baxter. That brought a smile to Hunter’s face. She and Baxter competed for the top spot in their academy class; Amber lost by a fraction of a point, and Baxter never let her forget it. Hunter would love to be here for the nuclear explosion that would be the Baxter-Kilpatrick show, but he had somewhere he had to be.

      Vice…

      Everything he said and did to convince Amber to let go and move on wasn’t having any effect either. They were both incredibly stubborn, which made for a volatile relationship—sometimes. Typically on the same page, but when their opinions differed, it usually ended in a stalemate with each one laying siege that would put medieval campaigns to shame.

      But this time, she wouldn’t win. He’d already conquered. He was going to the vice squad. End of debate. I accept your surrender.

      When he told her he was planning on going to vice, he could literally see the heartbreak in her eyes. Amber wasn’t one to keep her emotions under wraps. Her expressions perfectly telegraphed whether or not she hated you or was in love with you.

      When she looked at him, he could tell it was the latter.

      Hunter had tried to do everything possible to look as unattractive in her eyes as he could, including outright letting it rip in their cruiser, windows up, and air on full blast—circulating. Amber nearly hurled her lunch one time, but he still caught her not-so-subtle looks of admiration she thought she was hiding from him.

      It was a giant elephant that rested uncomfortably between them every time they rode in their car, went to morning muster together, and even now as they sat across from one another doing paperwork. Hunter had also tried—and was still doing it—the avoidance route. He pretended he didn’t know she was all googly eyes for him, making excuses for every after-hours event she had invited him to, opting to sit with guys he didn’t know at Benny’s instead of with her—even if she was surrounded by their mutual friends.

      It was all for nothing. He couldn’t shake her.

      He wasn’t joining Vice to get away from her. They got along great, were fantastic partners, and she was an excellent policewoman. Eventually, he would’ve had to request another partner, but it hadn’t reached the level of irritation he couldn’t handle.

      He was joining Vice because it would be the perfect place for him to thrive. Most of the officers in vice didn’t have relationships or families. They were lone wolves—both men and women—taking impossible risks to root out the worst criminals in the cities. Hunter got goosebumps just thinking about it.

      And he’d been out of the academy for a few years now. He’d done his time on the beat, learning the job, cultivating his instincts, and making a name for himself from outside the shadow of his police captain father, Barry Clark. It was now time to put it all to the test.

      He worried about Amber, but not enough to put his life and career on hold. Her feelings were her own, and he didn’t share them.

      “Have you considered every option?” Amber asked quietly.

      Hunter met her pleading eyes. “You’ll be fine with a new partner,” he said evasively.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      “That’s because I’ve answered it a half-dozen times already.”

      “Hunt—”

      “Amber,” Hunter said firmly, his hard gaze not releasing her. “I’m going. That’s it. It’s my life, and I’ll live it how I want. I’ve got no commitments, and I’m not looking for any. It’s a perfect fit,” he ended cheerfully.

      Her gaze wavered, and her bottom lip tipped downward. He hoped she read between the lines, but he wasn’t counting on it. She was persistent, which should scare any criminal who crossed her path.

      And any single man.

      “Someday that’ll change,” she whispered. “One day you’ll do something or meet someone that’ll make you reconsider your life choices.”

      “Sure I will,” he said dryly. At least she was getting the point. That day hadn’t come, and she wasn’t the person who could change it all. The sooner she accepted that fact, the better off she’d be.

      “You will.” Her voice turned stony, her cool gaze returning to his. A strange unease sprouted deep in his stomach as if her words were some sort of omen he couldn’t avoid. “And you’ll remember this conversation.” She slammed her hands on the desk, stood abruptly, and about-faced, nearly slamming into Baxter.

      “Watch it, Kilpatrick,” Baxter said in an annoyed voice, angling his coffee above her head. “This is hot. I could’ve smelled like coffee all day.”

      “Better than what you do now,” she snapped and stormed away.

      Hunter rubbed the smile away from his face. He hoped the sergeant paired them together, if for nothing more than the stories he’d hear about their antics.

      “Hey, Clark.”

      “Baxter.”

      “Captain wants to see you in his office.”

      “Thanks.”

      Hunter saved the data and then locked his screen. He hated fighting with Amber, but she had to admit to herself that the woman who would change his life would never be her. She was pretty, intelligent, and funny. But…the only reason he could give was that Amber didn’t make him desperate enough like his mother had done to his father. Their love for each other was unmistakable and unforgettable. If he wanted to be in love again, then he wouldn’t settle for anything less.

      He’d never forget how he’d found his father in the fetal position, sobbing over the death of his wife. It had terrified Hunter. His father, a towering pillar of a man whose strength Hunter admired, wept in utter despair.

      Hunter had done that once. Cried like his heart had been shattered into a million pieces that couldn’t be refastened. He refused to think of her name because that was a one-time thing.

      Never would he love a woman so much again. A woman could break him. Drive him into unknown depths of destitution. He couldn’t bear that pain—not for a second time. Once was enough. And it had nearly killed him to see his father experience it.

      A woman who made him desperate to share his life, his heart? She didn’t exist.

      Hunter knocked on his father’s door and entered when ordered.

      “Take a seat, Clark,” the captain said.

      Hunter appreciated that his father addressed him like he was any other officer and not his son. The current chief of Norfolk PD and his father were good friends, and the chief allowed Hunter to be in the same precinct as his father, which normally wouldn’t have happened. When his father was given the news, he told Hunter he wouldn’t receive any special treatment. Even though he was just like any other officer, because he was a Clark, others would hold him up to a higher standard. Was it fair? No. But life wasn’t fair.

      So Hunter kept his nose clean.

      “I know you’ve already gotten the word, but I wanted to formally congratulate you on being accepted into the vice squad. That’s quite an honor. The application process is one of the most stringent in the department. Very few make the cut.”

      Hunter’s chest expanded. “Thank you, sir.”

      Hunter couldn’t remember the statistics, but probably one in a hundred was offered a spot on the vice squad. There was a record out there for the most applications from one officer. Last Hunter heard it was ten. That guy was never going to be selected.

      His father stared at him with a veiled expression. Hunter kept his return gaze steady, still finding his father’s imposing figure and presence slightly intimidating. He knew his father loved him and wanted the best for him, even if he didn’t always—or couldn’t—show it. It was a guy thing that Hunter accepted long ago. He chose to believe in something he didn’t necessarily see.

      “Son, I want you to know that as your father, I will always worry about you. The anxiety a parent has over a child is…indescribable. But, as your boss, I will continue to do as I’ve always done and treat you like any other officer. I’ll not put limits on you to protect you, even if everything in me is telling me to do it.”

      Hunter’s insides contorted uncomfortably. He kept his face outwardly impassive, but an alarm was blaring inside. What was his father getting at? Was he keeping something to himself that Hunter should know? Or was he being his normal, overprotective father-self? “I know, Dad—sir! Sir, I apologize.”

      He smiled briefly. “Forget it. I don’t say…I’m probably not as sentimental as you and your brother and sister needed me to be. When your sister came back, I figured I should probably start while I still have time.”

      “Are you dying?” The question shot out. He remembered when his mother passed away. It had been sudden; his parents sat them all down to dinner like any normal night and told them she had mere days to live. She hung on long enough for Hunter’s older brother Anthony to make it home, as he was studying abroad for a semester.

      Then she was gone.

      There hadn’t been enough time to process her leaving, and then Hunter had to wake up without her. Hunter braced his emotions for what his father would say next.

      Captain Clark chuckled. “No, no, nothing like that. I know this is uncharted territory for you, so I’ll end it there. Let me talk to you about vice.” He cleared his throat and leaned back in his chair. Dark brown eyes turned serious. “Longer hours, tougher on the body and the mind. Lock down your emotions as they will give you away and be a death sentence. Follow the law. Our cases depend on clean evidence. If you feel like you’re losing yourself, there’s no shame in coming out for a breather. Good officers drown in vice all the time, and they rarely recover. Those guys are hard to replace. We’re just not given enough time to mold new ones to meet the case demands.”

      Hunter nodded. “Thank you, sir.” He didn’t fear losing himself; he feared screwing up operations and tanking cases. He wanted to make his precinct—and his father—proud. Trust your training. It was a slogan he’d heard often in the academy. He had trained there and on the job for years. He was ready; he was sure of it.

      “Finish updating your cases and pass them on to your partner. You’re starting tonight.”

      Tonight? His mind blanked for a second, caught off guard by his father’s order. He was working a full shift today and was told to report first thing tomorrow morning. “The squad leader⁠—”

      “Knows to expect you.” His father grinned like he was playing a cruel joke. “Told you about the longer hours. Vice has already been working on the case of the women found in the back of the truck that exploded a few weeks back. The driver that was killed? An informant for NYPD. There’s a major trafficking ring with nodes in New York, Norfolk, and potentially Vegas.”

      Hunter sat mute, absorbing all the information. A cross-country trafficking ring? So, what he’d heard about the ring had been true. Hunter had expected to work cases that would garner local publicity, but the potential for a joint operation with NYPD and their busts getting national coverage left Hunter momentarily dazed. The enormity of the task he had pursued began to settle like a heavy weight in his stomach, keeping his feet firmly on the ground while his head spun in the clouds. With NYPD attached to the case, the police chief’s scrutiny of precinct two’s vice squad would be both enormous and microscopic. He couldn’t let this department down. Wouldn’t let them down.

      “We need you spun up now,” Captain Clark continued. “These women and kids getting trafficked can’t wait until tomorrow.”

      “Sir!”

      “And your sister wants the protective detail to back off. Not until we get these guys behind bars or I’m comfortable she’s no longer a threat.”

      He sympathized, having worked a protective detail to safeguard a witness before trial last year. Sitting in front of a house all night long was enough to bore him to death. Sam was avoiding that by staying at the hospital most nights, earning her the gratitude of the precinct officers assigned to her detail. But the hospital had since become like a prison. No one loved their job that much to stay there.

      “Sam said a man with gray eyes and a lion tattoo on his palm visited Harry Smith, the guy we believe murdered the driver of the truck that crashed last week. She sensed he was the more dangerous one. A leader, maybe. Be on the lookout for him. Until we collar him, your sister isn’t safe.”

      His father didn’t need to foot-stomp the importance of this case to their family. They just got Sammy back. We won’t lose her again. “I’ll do my best, sir.”

      “I know you will.”

      Hunter exited his father’s office, feeling energized instead of drained. He didn’t need sleep. If his sister Samantha could work twenty-four-hour shifts at Norfolk Medical without dropping, then he could do a double shift.

      Because being deep undercover meant twenty-four hours, seven days a week.
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      Six months.

      That’s how long she had until the baby came. Kate had no choice now but to make a run for it or die trying. She didn’t care who the father was—there wasn’t any way of knowing. But the child was half of her, and all of her wanted to get out of this life for good. If not for herself, then for her baby.

      The last girl who got pregnant and didn’t escape was forced to abort. She cried for four days straight. Wouldn’t eat until the food was shoved down her throat, and then was beaten because she had lost her pimp business.

      The girl before her? Died from complications of whatever pill they gave her to get rid of the baby.

      She wouldn’t let either of those things happen to her or her child. She just had to hang on for another day or two. It would all be over soon. She’d worry about how to get back to New York once she and the baby were out.

      And Lauren.

      Kate stared out the window of the vehicle as it traveled down Interstate 64 in Virginia. She fought the urge to place a hand over her stomach and reveal her secret. The nausea was starting, and this car ride wasn’t helping.

      Eyes are always watching.

      It was a phrase she and the other girls had heard daily from their pimps. Sometimes hourly. Definitely, before they met a client
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