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      Maya exhaled happily as she made her way through the crowd of gyrating dancers packed onto the tiny dance floor. The rhythmic beat of the reggae track pulsed through the open-walled bar, and the overhead fans high in the rafters did little to ease the heat inside. She was hot and thirsty, but it didn’t matter. She was happier than she’d been in months.

      She reached the bar, slipping between the people leaning on it, and waved at the bartender. He grinned, winked, and held up a finger. One minute.

      Turning away, she looked out past the bar toward the beach. The sun was setting, a large red ball hovering just above the horizon, casting streaks of red, orange, and gold across the glasslike surface of the sea.

      She had been in Goa for a week and wondered why she had not come here earlier. For the past three months, she had been backpacking across India, sometimes alone, sometimes with others, often running into fellow Israelis on the same post-military-service pilgrimage. She had completed her full twenty-four-month term in the Mishtara Tzva’it, the Israeli Military Police, and she had needed this break. But it had taken her a while to let go. Two years of constant vigilance, fear, and stress at checkpoints in the West Bank was not easy to shake off. But here, in this beachside bar, she was finally beginning to feel free.

      Bringing her attention back to the bar, she glanced around at the crowd. There were the cool kids from Mumbai, Bangalore, and Delhi, the men with high fades, immaculately shaped beards, and sleeve tattoos, and the women in loose sundresses, their highlighted hair spilling over bare shoulders, delicate butterflies or poetic quotes inked on their wrists. A few Westerners—Germans or Brits, judging by their bright red sunburns, mingled among the locals.

      There were others too, travelers from smaller towns, unfashionably dressed, less polished, their eyes wide with excitement at a scene so far removed from their normal everyday lives.

      And then there was the attention. She could feel it. Lingering glances from the men. Jealous stares from the women. She smiled to herself. Even after months of backpacking, she still turned heads. She had been supremely fit in the army, and though she had not exercised since leaving, her body hadn’t softened like the city girls who spent their days behind office desks.

      A hand touched her shoulder.

      She turned back to the bar and smiled at the bartender.

      “A glass of water, please.”

      He gave her a playful pout. “Water? That’s it?”

      “For now.” She grinned.

      He sighed theatrically, then reached for a glass.

      He was cute. Lean, with smooth skin, designer stubble under sharp cheekbones. His long hair was tied up in a man bun, normally a turnoff, but somehow, here, it worked.

      He slid a tall glass of iced water across the bar and held out his hand.

      "Vikki."

      "Vikki?" She raised an eyebrow. "That's a girl's name."

      “Short for Vikram. But my friends call me Vikki. So can you.” He grinned, flashing a row of brilliant white teeth.

      Maya felt a warmth in her chest, something she had not felt in a while.

      “Oh, so you think I want to be friends, do you?”

      He winked. “More than friends.”

      Her face flushed. He wasn't wasting any time.

      She glanced at his outstretched hand. What the hell. She was on holiday.

      She took it. “Maya.”

      He held her hand just a little longer than necessary. His grip was firm. Confident.

      “Maya,” he said softly. “Shalom.”

      Her eyebrows shot up. “How did you know?”

      He winked again, then turned to serve another customer.

      She watched him walk away, her eyes trailing down his back to his buttocks. She blushed when he glanced over his shoulder and caught her.

      Turning away, she sipped her drink, letting her gaze roam the bar, but her mind was still on Vikki. It wouldn't hurt to have a bit of fun, she told herself.

      A voice cut through the music. Low. Steady. Confident.

      “Stay away from him. He’s bad news.”

      She frowned and turned.

      A man leaned against the bar beside her. He had not been there a moment ago. He was not looking at her, just staring down at his nearly empty beer bottle, his hands wrapped around it, thumbnail picking at the label.

      He was tanned, his hair cropped close to his head, clean-shaven, with a strong jaw. The lines around his eyes suggested a life spent under the sun.

      “Did you say something?” A flicker of irritation sparked in her. Who the hell does he think he is?

      He turned slowly, and she was struck by his eyes. Not their color, but the way they seemed to bore right through her.

      “I did. I said stay away from him.”

      Resentment bubbled up. “Who are you to tell me what to do?”

      He did not look away.

      There was something about him. Something familiar.

      “I’m no one,” he said. “Just giving some friendly advice.”

      His accent was very slight, unidentifiable, but tugging at something in her subconscious.

      Before she could say another word, he turned and walked away.

      She stared after him.

      “What the f—?” she muttered, her good mood quickly souring.
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      Max cursed under his breath. He should have kept his mouth shut. He wasn’t there to attract attention, but when he heard her speak, he hadn’t been able to help himself.

      He had known what she was before she even spoke. Noticing details had become second nature. He had been trained to observe everything—mannerisms, accents, posture, clothing. That skill had kept him alive in his past life, patrolling the streets of Jenin and Nablus. It was in the way she carried herself—her fitness, her features, the haunted look in her eyes. The way she moved through the crowd, the subtle tension in her body that never fully eased, even when she seemed relaxed. He had seen it before, in others who had served. He could always recognize his own.

      Max had turned his back on his old identity, changed his name, changed his nationality. There was nothing left for him in Israel. No family, no friends, nothing tying him to the place he had once called home. He had done his part for the country of his birth, more than enough. But when he saw through the lies—the politicians, the media, the way they manipulated everyone for the benefit of the rich and powerful—he had walked away. He had no desire to return, to be pulled back into the endless cycle of hatred and mistrust.

      The real enemy had never been the people on the other side, the ones with different names, who prayed in different ways, who spoke another language or ate different food. The real enemy were those who ruled over them all, those who profited from division, who twisted the narrative to keep people hating each other. In the end, all anyone really wanted was a roof over their head, food on the table, and someone to love.

      But his past never truly left him. No matter how much he tried to cut the ties, something deep inside refused to let go. There had been good times, good people, and the country itself was beautiful. So when he heard her voice, even though it wasn’t his place to say anything, he had felt the need to warn her—to protect her from a man he knew was dangerous.

      Physically, he had no doubt she could handle herself. She was ex-IDF. He was sure of it. Young, maybe twenty or twenty-one, but already old before her time. That’s why she was here. That’s why they all came. India, Bali, South America, Thailand—anywhere to escape. To burn off the stress, to run from the memories of those they had lost, and from the constant reality that at any moment, their life could end or their country be destroyed.

      But then he had watched her with the bartender, seen how easily she fell under his spell. The smiles, the winks, the flirtatious back-and-forth. Emotions, flattery, attention—they always got the better of you. It worked every time, no matter who you were.

      Max had been watching Vikki for days. He knew the routine, the way he singled out foreign girls, made them feel special, as if they were the only ones who mattered.

      But it wasn’t just about getting them into bed.

      Max knew the real reason. That was why he was here.

      Because Vikki—Vikram Malhotra—was more than just a bartender. He was a recruiter.

      He didn’t just charm women; he exploited them. He made them believe they were in love, gained their trust completely, and then turned them into drug mules. By the time they realized the truth, it was too late.

      Nicola and Tracey had learned that lesson the hard way, and Max was determined to stop it from happening again.

      Since arriving in Goa, he had kept a low profile. His new passport, a genuine British document issued under a false identity, had served him well. Despite his initial apprehension about returning to the country he had fled not long ago, immigration at Dabolim Airport had been smooth.

      He had rented a room in a small house near Anjuna Beach, owned by an elderly Goan woman who preferred cash over paperwork. The hotels and larger guesthouses required registration forms, and he wanted no official record of his stay. Paying in cash had suited them both.

      He had bought a change of clothes from a stall near the beach, dressing like any other Western traveler, his deep tan helping him to blend in.

      Finding Vikki hadn’t been difficult. Nicola had given him a photo and the name of the bar where he worked. From there, it was just a matter of watching, learning his movements, following him home to his shack on the beach. The routine rarely changed.

      Vikki never got out of bed before mid-morning, often sharing it with his latest conquest. He started his shift at the High Tide Bar in the early afternoon and finished just after midnight. Sometimes he stayed later, partying with the other bartenders and whichever girls had been invited to stay behind. Then, in the early hours of the morning, he would stagger back to his shack—sometimes alone, often not.

      Exhaling, Max walked across the sand, the grains still hot despite the setting sun. He really should have kept quiet. He had seen the flicker of recognition in the girl’s eyes, the way she assessed him, subconsciously sizing him up, calculating the threat.

      But some misplaced sense of loyalty had made him speak. He stopped just above the waterline and turned to look back at the bar. The deep thump of reggae mixed with laughter and shouted conversation.

      Anyway, he would be gone soon, and hopefully, she would forget about him.
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      Maya giggled. He was cute. Damn cute.

      She reached for the bottle of Kingfisher, drained the last sip of beer, and set it down unsteadily on the bar.

      Vikki paused mid-wipe, raising an eyebrow at the empty bottle.

      She shook her head, trying to suppress a burp as the taste of half-digested food rose in her throat. Swallowing it down as discreetly as she could, she flashed him a smile. Despite her earlier hesitation, she had decided to go home with him. It had been a while since she had been with a man—since she left Israel, in fact—and she relished the attention he had given her all night, even with the bar being busy.

      She swiveled on her stool to look around. The bar spun with her; the images blurring before snapping back into place. She blinked, taking a deep breath, surprised at how quickly the alcohol had hit her. She had stuck to beer all night, but it had gone straight to her head.

      She had eaten too, though not much. Just a few bar snacks that had appeared in front of her now and then, along with beer bottles that had been replenished without her asking.

      The place was nearly empty now. A few stragglers sat in the corner, their conversation low and slurred. One guy had passed out at a table, his head resting on his arms. The music had been turned off, and the only sounds left were the quiet chatter of the bartenders and the soft clinking of bottles as they restocked for the next day.

      A sea breeze drifted in, carrying the scent of salt, mingling with the stale aroma of spilt beer, alcohol, and, from somewhere, vomit. The smell made her stomach turn.

      Maybe she should drink some water.

      She turned back to the bar—slower this time—and found Vikki standing right in front of her, leaning forward, his grin flashing brilliant white against his coffee-colored skin. Her heart skipped a beat, and she felt a flush rise to her cheeks.

      “Maya, Maya, Maya,” he said, his voice teasing.

      Forgetting about the water, she giggled again. “Vikki, Vikki, Vikki.”

      He winked, then reached for her hand, taking it in both of his. His fingers were warm, his thumb tracing slow circles across her palm. A tingle ran up her arm, settling deep in her stomach.

      “Let’s go for a walk on the beach,” he murmured, still grinning.

      His face blurred for a moment before coming back into focus. She watched his lips move and imagined them pressed against hers. She knew what he meant. A walk to his place. The thought sent a rush of excitement through her.

      She nodded and giggled again.

      Vikki let go of her hand, stepped around the bar, and helped her off the stool. He led her across the empty dance floor toward the beach.

      As they stepped outside, he called something back in his language, his coworkers responding with laughter. Somewhere in the back of her mind, a faint voice of warning stirred, but it was too distant to grasp.

      She realised she had not paid for her drinks.

      The thought surfaced briefly, but before she could say anything, Vikki was already leading her down the steps onto the sand.

      The grains were warm beneath her feet, sliding between her toes. She had not realized she was barefoot, but it felt comforting, grounding. Waves broke gently along the shore, catching the light of the almost-full moon.

      His arm slipped around her waist, pulling her close. A thrill shot through her. She leaned into him, savoring the warmth of his body against hers. His lips brushed her neck, sending another shiver down her spine.

      Turning, she looked up into his eyes, then down at his lips. She leaned in and his lips met hers, warm and soft. Her own parted, inviting him in.

      Then, without warning, her stomach twisted violently.

      She jerked back, turned away, and retched, the contents of her stomach spilling onto the sand.
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      Max sat high in the sand, away from the lights spilling out from the bars. At his feet, two stray dogs that had befriended him earlier were curled up, fast asleep, in the warm sand.

      He sighed as he watched Vikki and Maya step out of the bar. He had hoped she would take his warning seriously, but clearly, she hadn’t. He had been hoping tonight would be the night Vikki would be alone, but if she went home with him, it would push his plans back another day.

      A giggle drifted through the night air.

      The sound made one of the dogs twitch its ears. It lifted its head, glanced around briefly, then tucked its nose back between its paws and went back to sleep.

      Max looked up and down the beach. To his right, a few drunken revelers staggered home or sat in small groups in the sand. To his left, though, the stretch of beach leading to Vikki’s shack was empty. Max clenched his jaw. If it were not for the girl, this would have been perfect.

      He watched Vikki lead her down the sand. She stumbled slightly, unsteady on her feet, clearly drunk. Max frowned, his fingers curling into a fist. Everything he knew about Vikki filled him with disgust. This wasn’t a case of two consenting adults caught up in the moment. This was a man using his position, and plying a woman with alcohol to lower her defenses.

      Vikki pulled her closer, his arm tightening around her waist. Max sighed, already knowing what would come next.

      Maya turned to him, tilting her head up. Their lips met.

      Max shook his head, but as he watched them, he became aware of something else. Anger, yes, but also something unexpected. He examined the feeling, trying to pinpoint it.

      Jealousy?

      His frown deepened. That would be ridiculous. He didn’t even know her, and they had barely spoken.

      She was nothing to him, and the last thing he needed was to get entangled with another woman. He needed to finish what he had come here to do and leave before anyone noticed.

      A sudden retching sound pulled him from his thoughts.

      His eyes snapped back to the couple. Maya was bent over, vomiting onto the sand, while Vikki stood a step away, his hands on his hips, irritation clear on his face. He made no effort to help her, just shaking his head before glancing back toward the bar.

      He muttered something, his words lost to the night air, but the tone carried. He was angry.

      He spoke again, sharper this time. Maya barely responded, still hunched over, her body heaving. She dropped to her knees, fingers digging into the sand for balance.

      Vikki cursed loudly, then turned and walked away toward his shack, not once looking back.

      “Bastard,” Max muttered under his breath, as he watched him go, his expression hardening.

      Max shifted his gaze between him and the girl, weighing his next move. His problem had solved itself—Vikki was going home alone.

      He waited until Vikki was well past him before standing and brushing sand from his pants. The dogs stirred, stretching lazily before getting to their feet. He reached down, scratching them both behind the ears, then slowly made his way down the dune toward the firmer sand near the water.

      Vikki was ahead to his left, walking alone along the empty shore.

      Max stopped and glanced back at the girl. She was sitting on her heels, arms limp at her sides, staring blankly at the sand.

      He clenched his jaw.

      “Shit,” he muttered.

      The dogs looked up at him, tails wagging expectantly.

      Max looked at them, then down the beach toward Vikki.

      He exhaled loudly, then turned and headed toward the girl, the dogs following at his heels.
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      "Where are you staying?"

      No response.

      Max crouched beside her, tilting his head to meet her eyes.

      "I’ll take you home. Where are you staying?"

      Maya turned her head slowly, her gaze slipping past him to the dogs, who were sniffing at the vomit in the sand.

      Max tried again. "I can’t help you if you don’t tell me where you’re staying."

      "I don’t need any help," she mumbled.

      "I’m sure you’re normally very capable. But it’s dark, there’s no one around, and to be honest, you’re drunk. This is not a safe place to be."

      She muttered a curse in Hebrew, and Max pretended he didn’t understand. The less she knew about him, the better.

      "Look, all I’m going to do is make sure you get home safely. Then I’ll leave you alone. You’ll never see me again."

      She looked at him again, some clarity returning to her eyes. "He’s such a dick," she said.

      Max nodded agreement.

      Her attention drifted back to the dogs, who had lost interest in the vomit and were now standing beside her, sniffing the air and wagging their tails.

      "Are these your dogs?"

      "No." Max reached out his hand and gripped her arm. "Come on, stand up."

      She tried to pull away, but his grip was firm.

      "Stand up." His voice was more forceful this time, and she stopped resisting. She placed her hands on the sand and pushed herself up. Max stood as well, keeping his hand around her upper arm to steady her.

      She looked down at the mess she had left behind, then up at him, a flicker of shame passing across her face. "You warned me."

      Max nodded again and glanced up and down the beach. "Which way?"

      She hesitated, as if only now realizing where she was, then pointed past the bar. "That way."

      "Let’s go."

      He started walking, but stopped when he realized she wasn’t following.

      "Come on."

      She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, straightened her dress, then took a step forward. The dogs followed closely, padding alongside her.

      "Are you staying alone?"

      "Why?"

      The suspicion was back in her tone. She was sobering up.

      Max sighed. "Because I want to know if someone will look after you."

      "I don’t need looking after."

      He shook his head in exasperation and kept walking.

      They continued in silence for a few hundred meters before she spoke again.

      "This way."

      Max stopped and looked in the direction she was pointing. A dimly lit path led away from the beach. Without waiting for him, she turned and started walking.

      Max glanced at the dogs, who were waiting for him, then shrugged and followed after her.

      They reached the road, where she turned left, leading the way past the tattoo parlor and clothing stalls that were now closed for the night.

      After a moment, she turned to him. "What’s your name?"

      "It’s not important."

      She stopped in the middle of the road, frowning. "What’s with the attitude?"

      Max inhaled deeply. "There’s no attitude. I’m just making sure you get home safely, and then I’ll leave you alone."

      "So you can’t tell me your name?"

      "William." The lie came easily.

      She nodded. "William." She repeated it quietly, as if testing it, then started walking again.

      Ahead, three men leaned against an open Jeep parked along the side of the road. Several beer bottles stood on the hood and more empties were scattered at their feet.

      Max kept his posture relaxed, but studied them carefully as he approached. He caught the scent of marijuana in the air and heard their low laughter. Their body language was loose, casual. The dogs walking beside him showed no signs of concern, but Max remained wary.

      One man looked up as Maya passed, his gaze lingering. But when Max caught his eye, the man looked away and grinned. "Good night, bro," he said, lifting his beer bottle in a lazy salute.

      A short while later, Maya stopped in front of a two-story building wedged between a vegetarian restaurant and an overgrown vacant lot.

      "This is me."

      The building was painted in reds, yellows, and greens, and there was a large mural of Bob Marley on the side wall. Max read the sign above the entrance and couldn’t help but smile. Rasta Guesthouse.

      "So you can smile."

      He looked back at her, his smile fading. "Drink lots of water."

      She narrowed her eyes, about to say something, but then changed her mind. Instead, she managed a small, tired smile. "Thank you."

      He studied her for a moment. "Are you sure you’ll be okay?"

      She nodded.

      "Good."

      He turned and glanced back down the road. The Jeep was gone, and the street was quiet except for a lone cat watching the dogs from a distance.

      Turning back to her, he hesitated before saying, "Look, honestly, stay away from that guy. He’s bad news. You don’t even know the half of it."

      She frowned, searching his face. Then she nodded. "I’ll stay away from him."

      Barefoot under the streetlight, her hair disheveled, her eyes large and filled with sadness, she looked vulnerable.

      Max felt the wall he had carefully built around him cracking.

      "Will you drink lots of water?" He half-smiled.

      She nodded.

      "Okay. Good night."

      He turned to leave, but before he could take a step, he felt a hand on his arm.

      Turning back, he found her closer than before.

      "Thank you, William. I mean it."

      He nodded, feeling an unexpected warmth in his face.

      She smiled, and for the first time, it reached her eyes, softening her features, stripping away the earlier aggression and suspicion.

      Max swallowed, gave a quick nod, and turned away. He walked quickly, not looking back. It wasn’t until he was halfway down the road that he realized the dogs were no longer with him. Frowning, he turned.

      Maya was still standing under the streetlight, watching him and the two dogs sat beside her, their tails wagging.
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      Max stepped onto the beach, veering toward the firmer sand near the water as he headed south. The beach was deserted now, the bars dark, and even the last of the drunkards had made their way back to wherever they were staying.

      The half-full moon in the sky to his left bathed the beach and ocean in a soft silvery glow. The air was still, the earlier breeze having faded. The sea stretched out to his right, smooth and glassy, the waves rolling in with barely a sound. Moonlight caught the foam as it curled onto the shore, making it shimmer. The oppressive heat of the day had lifted, and now the night air was almost pleasant.

      Max stopped walking and turned toward the water, taking a moment to appreciate the beauty around him.

      Recently, three hundred and fifty kilometers south of here, he had stood on a beach just like this. Back then he had been fleeing by boat, leaving behind a burning ashram and several dead bodies. So much had happened since then that it felt like a lifetime ago.

      When he had first escaped the country, all he had cared about was survival—avoiding arrest, starting over, disappearing. But things had not unfolded the way he expected. Instead, they had given him a purpose, something he had not had in a long time. Now, for the first time in years, he felt as though he was doing something that mattered, something that corrected the balance.

      During his time as the bodyguard of the disgraced and now deceased Guru Atman, he had learned about karma. He had accumulated plenty of bad karma in his past life, as a soldier, and later as the Guru’s bodyguard, doing things he now regretted, making choices that had left stains on his soul. But now he was on a different path, one that hopefully allowed him to make amends. Even if it meant taking lives.

      And he had taken plenty in the last two weeks.

      But this time, it had been for the right reasons. He was ridding the world of men who preyed on the vulnerable, making it safer for people like Nicola and Tracey. And now, perhaps, Maya.

      He thought again of the young Israeli woman—stubborn, sharp, fiercely independent. But how much of that was truly her, and how much was shaped by the things she had seen and done during her service?

      He knew what it was like to live on constant alert, to witness the worst in people, not just in the enemy, but in colleagues and even in himself. It had changed him, and not for the better.

      But every day was a chance to improve, and that was why he had helped Maya instead of following Vikki.

      Vikki.

      Max glanced at the luminous dial on his watch. It was a little after one in the morning.

      The girl was out of harm’s way, and Vikki had returned home alone. Max could still complete what he had come here to do.

      Turning away from the sea, he headed down the dark beach toward Vikki’s shack.
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      A voice disturbed the silence. A woman’s voice, raised and distressed.

      Max frowned, narrowing his eyes as he peered through the darkness. He left the waterline and moved into the soft sand, keeping close to the weeds and scrub beneath the coconut palms, using them for cover.

      There it was again, coming from ahead, from the direction of Vikki’s beach shack. This time, he heard a man’s voice, lower than the woman’s. He couldn’t make out the words, but the cadence was familiar. English.

      Max kept walking, making no sound in the sand. As he drew closer, the voices grew louder. He pressed himself against the trunk of a coconut palm and looked toward the shack. He could see them now—a man and a woman standing on the small wooden platform that led from the shack onto the sand. Vikki and someone else.

      Max moved closer, cautiously, remaining unseen in the darkness. He didn’t make a sound, and anyway, the couple was too absorbed in their argument to notice him.

      The woman… no, the girl… was young, maybe late teens or early twenties. She was barefoot, wearing a long dress, thick black hair hanging down to the small of her back. She wasn’t speaking Hindi. Instead, she spoke heavily accented English, probably a local Goan girl.

      Max slowed his breathing, focusing on their words. Even before he could make them out, the anger in her voice was clear.

      "You think I don’t know what you’re up to? That I don’t see you with them?"

      Vikki’s response was too low to hear, but his body language was indifferent.

      "I thought you loved me," the girl continued, her voice filled with betrayal.

      "Who told you I loved you? I never said that." This time, Vikki spoke louder, his tone dismissive. "It’s all in your head."

      "But… you… we were going to get married, start a family. That’s what you told me. When…" her voice cracked, "when we made love." She began sobbing.

      Vikki shook his head, and even in the dim light, Max could see the sneer of contempt on his face.

      "You weren’t even any good," he spat.

      The girl let out a choked sob and stepped forward, clinging to him. "Please, don’t say that," she begged in desperation.

      Vikki pushed her away.

      "But I love you," she whimpered.

      The sound of a slap rang out, followed by a sharp cry as the girl stumbled and fell onto the wooden platform.

      Max clenched his jaw, his fingers curling into fists. His muscles tensed, instinct urging him to step forward, but he forced himself to stay in the shadows. This wasn’t his fight. Not tonight.

      A door slammed, and the girl was left alone.

      She picked herself up, standing unsteadily, her gaze fixed on the closed door of the shack.

      "Come on, you’re better than that," Max muttered under his breath.

      As if she had heard him, she turned slowly to face the sea. She wiped her face with her hands, gathered her long hair into a low ponytail, and stepped down onto the sand.

      Max watched as she walked away, her shoulders slumped, her head hung low. He kept his eyes on her, making sure she wasn’t about to do something more drastic, like wade into the sea and disappear beneath the waves.

      But once he was sure she was heading home, he turned his attention back to Vikki’s shack.

      For a moment, he considered going ahead with his plan, but the argument might have drawn attention from the neighbors. And the girl might even return for another attempt at winning him back, if she was stupid enough.

      Max shook his head. No. Now wasn’t the right time. There was no point in ruining everything through impatience.

      He took a step back into the darkness of the trees before slipping onto the open beach, heading back the way he had come.

      Ahead, he could see the figure of the young girl walking alone.

      She didn’t realize it yet, drowning in the shame of giving herself to a man who didn’t care for her, but she had gotten off lightly.

      She meant nothing to Vikki. She was of no use to him beyond sex. He needed foreign girls. Girls with passports who could fly out of India, unknowingly carrying his precious cargo.

      How many other girls had there been? How many had Vikki seduced and discarded over the years? How many had he successfully turned into mules?

      His thoughts drifted to Maya. It could have been her tonight. If Max hadn’t stepped in, Vikki would have kept working on her, luring her deeper into his game.

      Where would she have ended up? In an Indian jail? Arrested in a foreign airport with heroin hidden in her luggage?

      Would she have fallen for Vikki’s charm in the end? Or had her time in the IDF sharpened her instincts, giving her an edge—a sense for spotting deception, for sensing danger before it struck?

      Max liked to think so.

      Then, an idea took shape.

      Maya was tough. Sharp. Independent. She was traveling alone in a country that wasn’t easy for a woman. She could be useful.

      If he could convince her, she could help trap Vikki. She could lure him somewhere quiet, and then Max could go to work on him.

      The idea was worth considering. It might just work.

      But first, he would sleep on it.
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      Max stared at the ocean, fingers curled around his coffee cup. It was still relatively early; the sun casting long shadows across the sand, the temperature comfortably warm.

      The beachside café was already busy. Couples sat in silence, absorbed in their phones. Solo travelers typed away on their laptops. In the corner, a girl took selfies, pouting and flicking her hair over her shoulders. But Max ignored them all, sipping his coffee as if he were the only one there.

      He took a deep breath of fresh sea air, then followed it with a sip of black coffee. He had only slept a couple of hours. His mind had taken time to slow, racing with possibilities before exhaustion finally claimed him. Still, he had woken early, as was his habit. He had gone for a run along the sand, then punished his body with sets of press-ups and squats until sweat soaked his skin and his lungs burned. Afterward, he had washed off in the sea before heading back to his room for a shower and breakfast.

      He had seen her walking along the beach and knew it was only a matter of time before she approached. He would wait. He had been surprised to see her out and about. Given the state he had left her in last night, he had assumed she would spend the morning in bed.

      He felt her presence beside him, just at the edge of his peripheral vision, but he pretended not to notice.

      After a long moment, she cleared her throat. Max turned slowly, feigning surprise.

      "How’s your head?" he asked.

      She shrugged. "It’s been better." She looked at him expectantly, as if waiting for an invitation to sit.

      When Max said nothing, she added, "I drank lots of water, just like you said."

      Max nodded but stayed silent, curious to see what she would do next.

      She reached for the chair, pulled it out, and sat without waiting for permission.

      Max suppressed a smile and took another sip of coffee. "Coffee?"

      She jerked her head toward the counter. "It’s coming."

      "Good," Max said, turning his attention back to the sea. He could feel her irritation rolling off her in waves. She was probably not used to being ignored, and he grinned inwardly.

      "Why did you warn me about him?"

      Max turned back to her, studying her face. She had pale blue eyes, striking against her tanned skin, with a dusting of freckles across her cheeks and nose. Her hair, light brown streaked with sun-kissed gold, tumbled across her bare shoulders. She was beautiful, but not in a delicate way. There was something fierce about her, something dangerous. Like a lioness.

      Before he could answer, a young man approached and set a steaming cup of coffee in front of her. It was black, like his own. Another point in her favor.

      "Would you like anything to eat?" the young man asked them both.

      Max raised an eyebrow at Maya.

      She shook her head.

      "No, thank you, Savio,” Max replied.

      The young man smiled, nodded, and retreated to the kitchen.

      "Do you know everyone here?" she asked.

      Max shook his head. "Not everyone."

      "But you know Savio. And you know Vikki isn’t a good guy."

      Max shrugged, saying nothing.

      Frustrated, she picked up her cup, blew on the surface, and took a sip. They sat in silence for a long moment before she asked again, "Why did you warn me about him?"

      Max spoke to the sea. "Because I’ve seen what he does."

      "And what’s that?"

      Max sighed. He turned back to face her, studied her expression, then made up his mind. "He seduces foreign girls like you, convinces them he is in love with them, then forces them to become mules and smuggle drugs for him."

      Maya snorted into her coffee. "Charta."

      Max pretended not to understand the Hebrew slang. "I’m sorry?"

      "Rubbish," she replied.

      Max shrugged. "You don’t have to believe me." He turned his gaze back to the water.

      Intrigued, Maya pressed him for more. "How do you know this?"

      Without looking at her, Max replied, "Because he did it to someone I care about. And now, he’s going to pay."
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      "Now you have to tell me everything!" She leaned forward and placed a hand on his arm.

      Max raised an amused eyebrow. "Do I?"

      Maya threw her hands up in mock frustration. "Oh, come on, you can’t tell me something like that and not explain yourself, especially after last night."

      Max nodded, smiling faintly. He’d tell her just enough to keep her interested.

      "My friends were here recently. Two English girls..."

      "Friends?" she asked, raising an eyebrow.

      "Friends," he nodded. "One of them"—he made quotation marks with his fingers—"fell in love with Vikki."

      Maya sneered.

      "Vikki then blackmailed her into carrying heroin in her suitcase to Dubai."

      "Yo!"

      Max pretended not to understand and raised a questioning eyebrow.

      She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. "And then what happened?"

      Max shrugged. How little could he tell her? "Fortunately, she got away with it. But it was very stressful."

      Maya sat back, shaking her head as she stared out across the beach. "She was so lucky. She could have ended up in prison."

      "Yes."

      "The little shit," she exclaimed. She turned back to Max. "I’ve a good mind to wring his neck myself."

      He grinned. She just might.

      She leaned forward again. "So, what are you going to do to him?"

      "Make sure he doesn’t do it again."

      She frowned, her eyes searching his face, her coffee forgotten. "How will you do that? Tell him not to do it again? As if he will listen."

      Max picked up his coffee cup and studied the contents. Eventually, he looked up. "I was thinking of something more persuasive."

      Her eyes widened, then a slow smile spread across her face, softening her features, bringing a sparkle to the light blue pools of her eyes. "You’re going to beat him up. Can I help?"

      Max laughed and set his cup down without taking a sip.

      "I don’t need any help."

      "Come on, let me help. He could have done the same to me. I want to teach him a lesson."

      Max nodded thoughtfully, as if the idea had just come to him. "Okay. I’ll let you help. But you have to do everything my way. Understand?"

      He could see her instinctively rebel against the idea, but she suppressed it, eager to get back at Vikki. "Okay."

      "Do you think you can convince him to take you home tonight?"

      She snorted and sat back in her chair, her expression showing that she thought it was a silly question. "Of course I can."

      "Good. Lure him back to his hut, where I’ll be waiting."

      "And then?"

      "I’ll persuade him not to do it again."

      "You?"

      "Yes."

      "How?" She frowned, suspicion creeping into her expression.

      "I know a thing or two. I can be very persuasive."

      "So can I."

      Max sighed. He wanted her help, but did not want her too involved. "I’m sure you can. But I can handle it."

      "You’re not taking
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