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The fluorescent lights in the community center's basement meeting room flickered like dying stars, casting harsh shadows across the circle of mismatched chairs. Riley Harper adjusted her position in the creaky metal seat, her green eyes scanning the faces of the seven people who'd shown up tonight—down from twelve last week. In Vegas, people disappeared from support groups for two reasons: they got better, or they got worse.

She was betting on worse.

"Maria, you want to start us off tonight?" Riley's voice carried the kind of warmth that made broken people feel safe enough to bleed their secrets into a room full of strangers.

Maria Gonzalez twisted her cocktail napkin uniform between trembling fingers. At fifty-two, she'd been slinging drinks at Caesar's Palace for fifteen years, watching high-rollers tip more in a night than she made in a month while her supervisor skimmed her wages and threatened her immigration status when she complained.

"They cut my hours again," Maria whispered. "Said I'm too old, that the customers want younger servers. But I know it's because I asked about the missing tips from my tray."

A rumble of understanding moved through the group. Riley felt that familiar fire kindle in her chest—the one that had driven her to become a trauma counselor in the first place, that refused to let her walk away from Vegas's invisible casualties.

"You have rights, Maria. We've talked about this." Riley leaned forward, her long auburn hair falling over her shoulder. "The labor board—"

"The labor board don't care about girls like me," interrupted Jasmine Williams from across the circle. At twenty-four, she had the kind of stunning beauty that had landed her a job dancing at one of the high-end gentleman's clubs, but the bruises on her wrists told a different story about what that job really entailed. "They care about paperwork and policies. The floor managers care about money and keeping their bosses happy."

"Which is exactly why we meet here," Riley said firmly. "Because someone has to give a damn about you. All of you."

Tony Ricci shifted in his chair, the motion causing his dealer's vest to pull tight across his shoulders. He'd been working blackjack tables at the Bellagio for eight years, watching his cut of the tips get smaller while his shifts got longer. "My floor supervisor's been asking questions about who I talk to outside of work. Wants to know if I'm 'causing trouble' with the other dealers."

Riley's pulse quickened. That was new. "What kind of questions, Tony?"

"About this group. About you." His dark eyes met hers across the circle. "Said he heard I was attending some kind of 'meetings' and wanted to make sure I wasn't involved in anything that might reflect poorly on the casino's reputation."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. Riley forced herself to keep her expression calm, professional, even as warning bells clanged in her head. In three years of running this support group, no one had ever connected it back to the casinos. She was careful about that—scheduling meetings during off-hours, using a community center miles from the Strip, never advertising her services through official channels.

"Did you tell him what we discuss here?" she asked quietly.

Tony shook his head. "Told him it was AA. He seemed to accept that."

But Riley caught the way his hands trembled as he reached for his coffee cup. Tony wasn't just nervous—he was scared. They all were, she realized, looking around the circle with fresh eyes. The usual easy chatter that warmed up their sessions was absent tonight. Everyone seemed to be looking over their shoulders.

"I need to say something," spoke up Diana Kim, a housekeeper at the MGM Grand who'd been coming to group for six months. "Three girls from my shift haven't shown up to work this week. Management says they quit without notice, but..." She trailed off, worrying her bottom lip.

"But what, Diana?"

"But Sarah left her uniform in her locker. Still had her name tag on it. Who quits a job they need and leaves their stuff behind?"

The silence that followed was heavy with implications none of them wanted to voice. Riley's mind raced through the possibilities, none of them good. Three missing workers. Supervisors asking questions about the support group. People scared enough to stop coming to meetings.

"Has anyone else noticed friends or coworkers going missing?" she asked the group.

The responses came fast and overlapping:

"Two dealers from my section haven't been in all week—"

"My roommate's been gone since Sunday, left all her things—"

"Security guard I know just vanished, no word to anyone—"

Riley held up a hand, her heart hammering against her ribs. "Okay. Okay, let's take this one at a time." She pulled out her notebook—the one she kept locked in her desk at home, the one with names and details that could destroy careers if it fell into the wrong hands.

For the next hour, she compiled a list that made her blood run cold. Fifteen people. Fifteen casino workers who'd all disappeared in the past two weeks. All of them people who'd been asking questions about working conditions, missing wages, safety violations. All of them people who'd attended her group meetings at some point.

When the session ended and the others filed out into the Vegas night, Riley sat alone in the flickering fluorescent light, staring at the names in her notebook. She'd gotten into counseling to help people, to be a voice for the voiceless in a city that chewed up the vulnerable and spit them out.

But now she was starting to think someone was systematically silencing that voice.

Her phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number: Stop asking questions about former employees. Some people are better off forgotten.

Riley's hands shook as she read the message a second time, then a third. She looked around the empty meeting room, suddenly aware of how isolated she was down here, how easy it would be for someone to walk in and make her another name on the missing persons list.

But as fear tried to claw its way up her throat, anger burned it away. These were her people. Her clients. The forgotten workers who kept Vegas's fantasy machine running while the city ground them down and threw them away.

Nobody threatened her family.

Riley stood, shoving her notebook into her purse and checking the exits with new paranoia. She had work to do. Questions to ask. People to protect.

She just hoped she could figure out who was hunting them before they figured out she was hunting back.

The fluorescent lights gave one final flicker and went out, plunging the room into darkness. In the distance, she could hear the endless electronic symphony of the Strip—slot machines and laughter and the sound of money changing hands.

But down here in the basement, surrounded by empty chairs and the ghosts of disappeared voices, Riley Harper made a promise to the darkness:

She wasn't backing down.

Not when her people needed her most.
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The clubhouse bar smelled like leather, motor oil, and the kind of whiskey that could strip paint. Blackjack sat in the corner booth where shadows gathered thick enough to hide in, three laptops open in front of him and a tumbler of bourbon growing warm at his elbow.

The celebration around him should have been infectious. Jackpot had finally claimed his woman properly, and the brotherhood was riding high on the victory. Madison Brooks had proven herself worthy of their president, had shown the kind of backbone that earned respect in their world. The club was stronger for her presence.

But Blackjack couldn't shake the itch between his shoulder blades that meant trouble was coming.

"You gonna sit in that corner all night brooding like some kind of vampire, or you gonna celebrate with your brothers?" Roller's massive frame blocked out the overhead light as he dropped into the booth across from him.

Blackjack's fingers never stopped moving across the keyboard. "Celebrating. Can't you tell?"

"Yeah, I can see that. Real festive." Roller signaled the prospect behind the bar for two more drinks. "What's got your sniper senses all twisted up?"

The question hung in the air while Blackjack pulled up another surveillance file on his center screen. Three months of casino security footage, cross-referenced with employment records and incident reports. The pattern that had been nagging at him for weeks was finally taking shape, and he didn't like what he was seeing.

"Workers going missing," Blackjack said finally, turning one of the laptops so Roller could see the screen. "Started about two weeks ago. All casino employees, all from properties where we have security contracts."

Roller leaned forward, his expression shifting from casual to combat-ready in a heartbeat. "Missing how? Quit their jobs, or missing missing?"

"That's what I'm trying to figure out." Blackjack clicked through a series of employee photographs. "Seventeen people so far. All of them had one thing in common—they were asking questions about working conditions, wage discrepancies, safety violations. The kind of questions that make management nervous."

"And now they're gone."

"Now they're gone." Blackjack took a sip of bourbon, letting it burn away the taste of suspicion. "Security footage shows them leaving work on their last shifts, but after that? Nothing. No credit card activity, no cell phone pings, no forwarding addresses with HR."

Roller studied the screen with the methodical attention he brought to everything that might threaten their family. "You think someone's cleaning house?"

"I think someone's sending a message." Blackjack pulled up another file, this one showing a pattern of deleted security footage from multiple casinos. "And they're good enough to scrub digital evidence afterward. This isn't some casino floor manager covering up petty theft. This is professional."

The celebration continued around them, but Blackjack felt the familiar hypervigilance settling over him like a second skin. In Afghanistan, this feeling had kept him alive behind a sniper scope for three tours. In Vegas, it kept his brothers breathing and their enemies buried.

"Jackpot know about this?" Roller asked.

Blackjack shook his head. "Wanted more intel before I brought it to church. But I'm starting to think we might have a problem that's bigger than missing workers."

"How much bigger?"

Before Blackjack could answer, the clubhouse door opened with enough force to rattle the frame. Flush stumbled in, bleeding from a gash over his left eye and favoring his right arm like it might be broken. The celebration died as every patched member in the room went combat-ready.

"Flush!" Jackpot was off his barstool and crossing the room before Flush could take another step. "What the hell happened?"

"Got jumped in the parking lot of the Palms." Flush's usually perfect appearance was destroyed—his platinum hair dark with blood, his shirt torn, his gray eyes blazing with fury. "Three guys, professionals. Knew exactly what they were doing."

Blackjack was already moving, his laptops forgotten as every instinct he'd honed in the military kicked into overdrive. "You get a look at them?"

"Good enough." Flush accepted the bar towel Roller pressed against his head wound. "Asian guy, maybe forty, expensive suit. Blonde woman, could've been a model except for the way she moved. And some muscle with prison tattoos and dead eyes."

"They say anything?" Jackpot's voice carried the kind of deadly calm that made smart men step carefully.

Flush met his president's eyes. "Said the club needed to stop asking questions about former employees. That some people were better off forgotten."

"Double Down!" Blackjack's voice cut through the tense silence. "I need you to pull everything we have on casino labor disputes from the past six months. Cross-reference with our security contracts and any incidents involving missing workers."

Double Down looked up from his corner table, fingers already flying over his tablet. "On it. You want financial records too?"

"Everything. Follow the money, follow the threats, follow the bodies." Blackjack turned to Jackpot. "We need to call church. Now."

Within ten minutes, the Sin City MC's patched members were gathered around the scarred wooden table in their meeting room. The party atmosphere had evaporated, replaced by the kind of focused intensity that had made them legends in the desert.

"What do we know?" Jackpot's question was directed at Blackjack, but his eyes swept the table, cataloging his brothers' readiness for war.

Blackjack laid out the intelligence methodically—missing workers, scrubbed security footage, the pattern of intimidation that was escalating toward violence. When he finished, the silence stretched taut as a tripwire.

"So someone's hunting casino workers who ask too many questions," Joker summarized, his usual charm replaced by the cold calculation that had made him a legendary pararescue operator. "And now they're coming after us for noticing."

"Question is why." Roller cracked his knuckles with sounds like small-caliber gunshots. "What's worth killing seventeen people to cover up?"

"Money," Flush said grimly, pressing a fresh ice pack to his swollen eye. "It's always about money in this town. Someone's skimming, embezzling, or running some kind of labor scam that's worth murdering witnesses to protect."

Blackjack nodded. "That's my read too. But whoever's running this operation has serious resources. Professional muscle, high-level casino connections, the ability to make people disappear without a trace."

"And they just declared war on Sin City MC," Jackpot said quietly.

The words settled over the room like a death sentence. In their world, you protected what was yours and eliminated what threatened your family. Someone had just threatened their livelihood, their territory, and their brothers.

That couldn't stand.

"I want surveillance on all our casino contracts," Jackpot continued. "Double shifts, armed response teams, the full package. If someone's hunting workers on our watch, they're going to have to go through us to do it."

"What about the missing people?" Joker asked. "If they're still alive—"

"Then we find them," Blackjack said flatly. "And we find whoever took them. This stays in the family until we know exactly what we're dealing with."

Jackpot's ice-blue eyes swept the table one more time. "Church is closed. Blackjack, I want everything you can dig up on this labor angle. Double Down, trace those financial records back to their source. Everyone else, eyes open and weapons close. Someone just picked a fight with the wrong fucking club."

As the meeting broke up and his brothers dispersed to their assignments, Blackjack lingered in the meeting room, staring at the intelligence reports spread across the table. Seventeen people missing. Professional intimidation. A threat delivered with violence.

In Afghanistan, this kind of pattern had meant one thing: someone was preparing for a major operation and eliminating loose ends. The question was whether those loose ends included anyone else who might be asking the right questions.

Like a trauma counselor who ran support groups for casino workers.

Blackjack pulled out his phone and started making calls. If there was someone in Vegas organizing the very people his enemy wanted silenced, he needed to find them before the professionals did.

Because in his experience, people who asked the right questions in this town had a habit of disappearing.

And Blackjack had never lost a target he was determined to protect.
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The Bellagio's employee break room smelled like instant coffee and desperation. Riley Harper sat across from Tony Ricci at a scratched plastic table, watching his hands shake as he stirred sugar into his cup for the third time. She'd been making rounds to check on her support group members since receiving that threatening text, and what she was discovering made her stomach clench with dread.

"You sure you're okay to be here, Tony?" She kept her voice low, aware of the other dealers and floor staff filtering in and out around them. "After what you told us about your supervisor asking questions—"

"I can't afford to miss work." Tony's dark eyes darted toward the doorway, then back to her. "But Riley, there's something else. Something I didn't want to say in front of the group."

Riley leaned forward, her counselor instincts kicking into high gear. "What is it?"

"Marco and Stephanie." He named two dealers from his section. "They didn't just stop showing up to work. I saw them Tuesday night, walking through the employee parking garage with two men in suits. They looked..." He searched for the words. "They looked scared. Really scared."

The coffee in Riley's stomach turned to acid. "Did you tell security?"

Tony's laugh held no humor. "Security? Riley, one of those men was talking to our floor supervisor like they were old friends. Whatever's happening here, it's not some outside threat. It's coming from inside."

Riley's mind raced through the implications. If casino management was involved in whatever was happening to her clients, then her support group had painted targets on everyone who attended. Her attempts to help had made them vulnerable.

"I need you to be careful," she said urgently. "More careful than you've ever been in your life. Don't work late shifts alone, don't go anywhere isolated, and if anyone asks you about the support group—"

"Deny everything. I know." Tony finished his coffee and stood up. "But Riley? You need to be careful too. Word is getting around that someone's asking questions about the missing workers. And in this town, people who ask the wrong questions have a habit of becoming answers nobody wants to hear."

After Tony left, Riley sat in the break room for another ten minutes, watching casino employees come and go. Cocktail waitresses with painted smiles and tired eyes. Housekeepers who spoke in whispers and avoided eye contact. Security guards who looked more like they were guarding against the employees than protecting them.

These were her people. The invisible workforce that kept Vegas's fantasy machine running while the city ground them down and threw them away. And now someone was hunting them systematically.

Her phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number: Community center, basement level. 30 minutes. Come alone or more people disappear.

Riley stared at the message, her hands trembling. Every instinct screamed at her to call the police, to run, to hide. But if there was even a chance that whoever was doing this would
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