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[image: image]


Hunter

With my hand in my jacket pocket, I rolled the syringe between my fingers, carefully slipping the cap from the needle. I’d tracked my target for the last two blocks holding back just enough to allow a buffer of people between us. Over the past week, I studied his routine until I knew his every move. It wasn’t hard with a control freak like the Ambassador.

My opportunity approached, so I closed in the space between us. The crowd split as we descended the narrow subway stairs. With everyone rushing and bumping into each other, it would take precision skill on my part. I readied the needle and as I bumped into the Ambassador, it punctured through my jacket and into the soft flab of his triceps.

He rubbed his arm and looked around but by that time I was just another face in the crowd. I slipped the cap back onto the needle and waited for the subway train to come to a stop.

“Help. Someone, call 911,” a woman cried out from behind me.

The train doors opened, and I was swept away by the crowd as we loaded the car. I cast a glance back. The Ambassador laid on the platform, clutching his chest with several people crouching around him. He wouldn’t make it until the EMS arrived—not if I’d done my job.

The subway stunk of piss and garbage but that wasn’t as bad as the pungent stench of cheap perfume that wafted from the overly made-up woman standing too close.

I held on as the train sped down the tracks. It wasn’t long before the hairs on the back of my neck prickled with that familiar feeling of being watched. I remained still as I examined my peripherals. I finally spotted a man in the back of the train watching me from over the rim of a book.

Over time, I’d developed a talent for picking out one of my kind a mile away. The hat helped shield his identity from surveillance. His loose jacket concealed weapons as did the briefcase at his side. Mid-December’s chill offered a good excuse for the leather gloves gripping the book. Never leave evidence behind, including fingerprints.

All these steps were standard practice but increased your chance of being spotted tenfold. That was why I chose to do the opposite. I went against every lesson in our how-to guide and it made me one of the best.

The car eased to a stop one station before mine. As the doors opened the eager herd of passengers filed out. The movement gave me an opening. I struggled against the crowd like wading across a raging river until I broke out onto the other side. I rested my hand on my sidepiece hidden under my jacket as I slid into the open seat next to him.

I didn’t face him. Feigning indifference, I looked across the car while keeping him in the edges of my sight.

“Nice day we’re having.” I waited to hear if he responded with today’s code phrase. Sometimes it was the only way to know who was on the right side of things in my business.

“I prefer the heat of summer.” He muttered from behind his book. Ding. Ding. We have a winner.

“Do we have a mutual friend?”

“I believe you know my cousin, Frankford.” Frankford was my point man so that got my attention. “You should call in sick today—take in a matinee instead.”

I nodded. “Any show, in particular, you’d recommend?”

As subtle as he was, I caught him scanning the car. “There are lots to choose from.” He handed me his folded newspaper. “I’m sure you’ll find one that interests you.”

As the train shifted to a stop again, the man closed his book and slipped it into his briefcase before standing. He didn’t look back as he disappeared into the crowd.

I opened the newspaper to the movie listings and immediately spotted the ink circling an old showing that started in just half an hour.

I called out of work as I rode the train another two stops before exiting. Without pause, I tossed the newspaper into an old metal trash can fire, adding extra kindling for the three homeless men huddling around it.

I walked two blocks, keeping the brisk pace of the city as to not seem too casual or too hurried. Blending in was crucial.

“One ticket for the matinee, please. Theater seven.”

“That’ll be ten bucks.” An annoyed sounding young woman with dark hair looked up at me from behind her window and smacked her gum.

Ten dollars seemed high for a matinee on this side of town, but I wasn’t in the mood to argue. I passed her a ten and she slid me a ticket through the thin opening in her plexiglass fortress.

“Thank you.”

“Uh-huh.” She muttered as I turned to the door.

I bypassed concessions and headed straight for the theater which was almost empty this time of day.

A few patrons scattered the dim rows of seats as I searched for my contact, but he was nowhere to be found. Whoever he was, he knew what I looked like. He could find me. Instincts told me to pick a seat at the back of the theater. That way I could see everyone without risking someone sneaking up behind me.

Everyone has basic compulsions. It’s why the majority of people sleep with their heads away from the door. It’s an old, primal instinct from when we needed to keep an eye out for predators. The more on edge a person was, the more likely they followed these base urges. That was why I chose instead to find a seat closer to the middle. No one suspects the guy at ease enough to plop down right in the middle of the theater.

From that spot, it wouldn’t be as easy to keep an eye out for my mystery cohort or possible threats, so I had to rely on my other senses. The lights dimmed and the starting music echoed through the speakers as the movie started with still no sign of my mystery contact.

I sat impatiently for half an hour of that mushy foreign romance shit as my suspicions grew. I didn’t like being sent on a wild goose chase. I liked the idea that this could be a set up even less. Just as I’d made up my mind to leave, a leggy redhead in a gray pencil skirt slipped into the seat beside me.

She leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Forgive me for being late, darling. Traffic was terrible.”

I studied her in the low lights. She was sexy as hell. Definitely not an associate I’d seen before. I’d remember her if I had. “That’s alright, honey. At Least it’s a nice day we’re having.”

“Oh, you know me, I prefer the heat of summer.” So, she was one of us.

We sat in silence a few minutes until any attention from her late arrival turned back to the movie.

“We have a pest problem that needs your attention.” She spoke in a low voice.

I had to fight the urge to turn and implore her to tell me more. I kept my eyes focused on the movie in front of us. “What sort of pest?”

“A rodent.” I found it hard to believe. I needed to know more.

She rested her head on my shoulder as we silently watched the movie. A few minutes later, she turned her face to the crook of my neck. Her breath tickled my skin as she whispered in my ear. “Cornell’s gone rogue and needs to be taken out but, he’s given away some sensitive information. We need to find out what he’s told and to who.”

I knew Cornell, he wasn’t going to just hand over information. I knew what she was saying and the dread of it drained the blood from my face. Killing was one thing. Torture was another monster altogether.

I turned to face her, our lips only an inch apart. To others, we looked like two lovers catching an old romantic movie, not plotting the torture of one of our own. “That’s not in my repertoire anymore.”

“For this, it has to be.”

My teenage years as a foster kid bouncing from home to home after being taken away from my abusive asshole of a sperm donor had left me with some major anger issues. There wasn’t any better therapy for a shitty childhood than torturing some pathetic low life until he cracked.

That was until someone made a mistake. I’d spent a week torturing an operative. I brought him to within an inch of his life, but he wouldn’t crack. He kept insisting he didn’t know what I was talking about. I’d never seen anyone hold out so long. Turns out it’s easy to hold out on information when you really didn’t know anything. One bad piece of intel changed everything. He eventually died from his injuries.

The next time I went to torture someone, I couldn’t do it. The pained eyes of that beaten and broken innocent popped into my mind every time. That’s when I was reassigned. Now, they were asking me to go back to that. But could I do it?

She placed her hand in mine and squeezed. “I know it’s been a while, but we need you for this. A lot of innocent people depend on it.”

‘Innocent people’ Well played.

She ran a finger slowly down my neck putting on a great show for anyone who might be watching. Her voice was a sexy whisper. “Eleven o’clock.”

Before I had the chance to respond, she rose from her seat and inched her way down the row to the open aisle. She glanced back, nodded, and disappeared from sight.

Could I really do this? Could I walk back into the old mill turned interrogation facility? The same mill where I’d tortured that poor innocent man until even our best doctors couldn’t save him. Or maybe they hadn’t wanted to. A dead man is easier to keep quiet than a live witness.

A glance at my watch told me I had about an hour to get to the mill. I’d have enough time to go back to my house and change. I’d take a taxi back. It was much faster than the subway.

I slipped out of the theater and hailed a cab which was easy this time of day. The moment I shut the door; my phone rang.

“Wright.”

“Hello, Mr. Wright. This is Wendy letting you know your car is back from the shop and was returned to your home. I received confirmation of its arrival just a few moments ago.”

Wendy worked for the same people I did but her position was nothing more than a secretary with a higher security clearance.

“Thanks, Wendy.”

“You are very welcome. Have a nice day, Mr. Wright.”

“You too.” I ended the call and shoved my phone back into my pocket before leaning my head back on the headrest. After almost three days, I’d soon have my car back and could stop with all the public transportation.

The back-passenger side had been dented on a piece of side railing when I purposely spun out after a chase. It was a small price to pay to keep from plummeting over the edge of a ravine just moments after my target flew over.

I hated taking the subway and a cab wasn’t much better. I could have easily afforded to hire a car service, but I didn’t want to have to try to explain how a trainer at a small gym could afford such luxuries.

I had one hour before my meeting. With my car, it wouldn’t take long to get there. I took a few minutes to clear my mind out on the balcony of my fourth-floor apartment. It wasn’t anything fancy, but I’d made sure to splurge on this one feature. The view wasn’t anything spectacular. I got to look over at the side of another building across the street. But I loved to sit out there, even in the cold, and look out at the city. It was peaceful up there.

I took another drink of my beer and leaned my head back. I usually waited until night to go out there and look out at the darkened city, but I needed the solace with my trip to the mill looming.

When I went to take another drink, a window opened in an apartment across the street. That apartment had been vacant for almost two weeks. A feminine figure carried in a stack of moving boxes that covered her face. When she put them down, I finally got a decent glance at the sexy brunette. Someone new was moving into the neighborhood.
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Addy

“Yes mom, it’s a nice neighborhood.”

“What about the crime rate? I looked it up and it’s higher than it is here.”

“It isn’t that high considering I’m in the city.” I held the phone to my ear with my shoulder as I struggled to move another box from the living room into my empty new bedroom.

“I just don’t like the idea of you all on your own in the big city. It was one thing when Edward was going to be living there with you, but all on your own? Addy, I just don’t like it.”

Leave it to my mom to find a way to bring up my asshole of a cheating ex during our conversation. “Mom, I’ll be fine. And, as for Eddie—”

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring him up.”

“It’s okay, but I need to go get some stuff unpacked. I start work at the spa Monday. I’d rather not be digging through boxes to find my clothes.”

“Okay, just promise me you’ll call after work and let me know how it went?”

“I promise. Talk to you later, mom. Love you.”

“Love you too, and make sure to lock your door.” I hung up the phone. My mom could be a helicopter parent, even though I was twenty-five. I’d lived at home through college. This was my first time living on my own so I guess I could see why she was freaked out. The big city is a lot different than our little suburb.

“If I’m going to get anything done around here, I’m going to need some tunes.” I looked around at the scattered boxes in my otherwise empty apartment before scrolling through my playlist to find something upbeat. Before I could start the music, there was a knock on the door.

“Just a minute.” I pocketed my phone and rushed to the door.

Peeking through the peephole, I saw a tall man with rippling muscles bulging from his delivery uniform. The delivery men were finally here with my stuff. I had managed to bring most of my personal items in my SUV, but I didn’t want to bring my childhood furniture with me.

Getting cheated on by my fiancé two months ago sucked. I was just lucky most of what I’d spent on wedding plans was refundable since it was enough notice. Plus, I think most of the vendors felt sorry for me after finding out Eddie had cheated. News traveled fast in our little town, especially when that news had to do with the mayor’s son. I wouldn’t miss the whispers and pitied looks. That was for sure.

I opened the door before my mind could wander any farther. “Hi, you must be here to deliver the furniture.”

“What gave you that impression?” the man teased.

“Just a hunch.” I tipped my head toward his shirt. Noting the embroidered name on the uniform. Theo.

“Ms. Cole, I presume?”

“You presume right. But, please, call me Addy.” I smiled.

“I just need you to sign this and we can start setting up your new furniture.”

I took the clipboard from his hands and scanned over the item log before signing. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. I will be back in a few minutes with my partner. He’s down at the truck.”

“Take your time.”

I left the door cracked so they could push it open when they came back with the first piece and went back to the bedroom to unpack my clothes. I was a third of the way through my first suitcase when Theo’s voice echoed through my apartment.

“Ms. Cole?”

“In here.”

Theo peeked into the bedroom. “We have your bed ready to come in.”

“Oh of course.” I slid my boxes out of the way to make room. “Come on in.”

The two men carried the large box like it was packed with feathers instead of an oak bed frame. “Where do you want it?”

“You can just prop it against the far wall. I’ll have to get some tools before I can put it together.”

“We can put it together for you, if you’d like?”

“Really? But the store said delivery only.”

“It’s a slow day. We don’t mind.”

“Not at all,” the other guy added.

“Thank you both so much.”

“You’re welcome. This is Mark, by the way.”

“Nice to meet you, Mark.”

“You too.” Mark smiled and I realized just how much the two men looked alike.

I worked at hanging clothes in the closet while they put together my bed frame.

“So, you’re new to the area?” Theo asked while he screwed in the supports for the frame.

“Yeah. The city is a lot different from my little town. It’s so exciting.” I answered from inside my small walk-in closet.

“You moved out here all by yourself?”

“Yeah. It’s a fresh start.”

“That’s brave. Moving somewhere so different all on your own.”

I’d never thought of myself as brave. I think part of me felt moving away was like running away from Eddie and all my problems at home.

Once Theo and Mark had filled my apartment with a couch, oversized chair, small dining table, and my new bedroom furniture my apartment was finally starting to look like a home.

“Can I get you guys something to drink before you go?”

“No thank you ma’am. We’ll be on our way.”

“Thank you for helping get everything set up.”

“It’s what we do.” Theo smiled and nodded before saying goodbye.

After the movers left, I plopped back on my new mattress and let out a loud sigh. This was my new home. My fresh start away from all the people who still looked at me with pity because my fiancé cheated. Here I was just another girl living in the big city.

“Ms. Cole?” Theo’s voice made me jump. I clutched my chest as my heart threatened to break through my breastbone.

“Geez, you scared me half to death. I thought you guys were done.”

“I’m so sorry I startled you. I just need you to sign one more paper before we go. It just says that we delivered everything listed and the condition of each piece was satisfactory.” He held out the clipboard and I signed. “Thank you, Ms. Cole.”

“No problem, and it’s Addy.”

Theo turned to leave but stopped at the door. “Addy, do you have plans next weekend?”

“I—uh.”

“I just thought since you are new to the neighborhood, you might like to have someone local show you around some of the good spots.”

Wow. I didn’t see that coming. “Look, Theo. You seem like a really nice guy, but I just got out of a pretty serious relationship. I’m not ready to date.”

“Date? Oh, no I’m sorry. Let me try that again. I was wondering if my wife, Stephanie, and I could show you around. We only live two blocks down. You seem like a really sweet girl. I was new to the city a few years back and know how hard it can be to find your way.”

“Oh.” I felt so stupid. Of course, he wasn’t hitting on me. “You know what? Sure. Why not? That would be great.” It would be nice to know someone in this city and I’d love help finding the best coffee shops and take-out places nearby.

“Great. Let me talk to Stephanie and see what time works for her and we’ll give you a call. Is it okay to use the number you listed on your order?”

“Yeah. That’s my cell.”

“Perfect. Either my wife or I will give you a call later.”

“Thanks again.”

“No problem. Oh, and Addy? Welcome to the neighborhood.”
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Hunter

Eleven o’clock came too fast. I stood outside the old mill, looking up at the grimy building as memories flooded my mind from the last time I was there. I hated that I was back again. I’d sworn I’d never go back, but they needed my help. What could I do?

As I walked down the old gravel walkway to the entrance, two guards stepped out of the shadows armed with exceptionally large guns.

I recognized the larger of the two from when I was a regular here.

“Hunter,” his warm booming voice cut through the quiet as he slapped my shoulder. “I thought they were kidding when they told me you were coming back.”

“Hey, Charlie. Good to see you again.”

“You too. Boss is inside waiting on you.”

“Thanks.”

Charlie moved to the side. I stepped inside the small entryway. Every window was covered, making the room dim with exposed light bulbs that cast deep shadows. It was just one of many ways we made sure to disorient and control captives. I looked down the long hallway to my right remembering the way to that dreaded room. The first step was forced but with each following one, it grew a little easier knowing that the sooner I got this over with the sooner it would be done, and I could go home again.

I wanted nothing more than to get the day over with. There were innocent people at risk. That man put innocent people, men and women that I work with, in danger because he betrayed us. I needed to get information from him. I needed to know who he told the information to and what details he shared so that we could protect the people he left exposed.

I reached the room with chairs lining a wall and the two-way mirror against the other side. It was the viewing area, but no one was there. Moments after I walked into the room, the door on the opposite side opened revealing my boss, Mr. Applegate, one of his associates, and my old buddy Chris.

“We are so glad you were able to make it tonight.” Applegate reached out his hand and I shook it. He knew I wasn’t happy to be here. Not that it truly mattered to him as long as I got the job done.

“Let’s get this over with. Is he already in there?”

“He’s waiting for you.”

“Any specifics I need to know?”

“We’ve already prepped him. We just need to know what intel he passed along. Anything you can get will help. Then, we can guide the questioning depending on what he says.”

“Sounds good.”

I yanked the heavy steel door open and took a deep breath before I stepped inside. For this to work he couldn’t see any hesitation or any reluctance to do what needed to be done.

“Thanks for waiting on me before things got started.”

“It’s not like I had much choice,” He snapped.

“You have made some people very angry.” I kept my tone casual as I strolled deeper into the room. I approached the empty chair in the corner and grab the back of it. The legs dragged across the concrete floor, scraping and screeching until even I fought to cringe at the noise.

I placed the chair just out of his reach though he was handcuffed. I plopped down casually and studied him for a minute. His face was beaten and bruised with heavy bags under his eyes. They’d been using sleep deprivation tactics. My guess is that they had also been deploying sensory bombardment techniques. Usually, those consisted of placing the detainee inside a bright white room with blinding lights that would periodically turn on or off. That way the subject could never adjust.

Along with the lights, there would be loud obnoxious noises. The high pitch would feel as though the person’s eardrums were going to explode. This would go on for days. The lack of sleep and mental exhaustion made it less likely that the person would be able to lie. Their brain wouldn’t be sharp enough to maintain their story if it weren’t the truth.

It was a time-consuming yet highly effective form of interrogation. I was glad they had already gotten that part out of the way before I arrived. I didn’t want to stay there for days. I wanted it over. I hoped the guy would crack easily so I wouldn’t have to resort to anything too terrible. But when it had to do with our agents' safety there wasn’t much my director wouldn’t do.

“I need you to tell me what information you compromised and to whom.”

“Why should I tell you? I’m either dying here tonight or rotting in a cell.” I wasn’t surprised he still held onto his aggression.

“True. You’ll die either way. But how you die, when you die, and how painful it will be is all determined by what answers you give me here in this room.”

“Why should I make this any easier on you?”

“On me? Oh no, it’s a question of how easy do you want to make this on yourself?” I pulled out my pocketknife and opened the blade. “You see I don’t want to torture you. That’s more work for me.” I played with the knife in my hands. Sometimes it wasn’t so much about what I actually did to the subject. It was important to keep him on edge—to make him question what I might do with the knife. “I’d be just as happy if you told me everything I needed to know now. I could send you to a nice comfy cell and be done for the night. But that’s up to you.”

“I’m not telling you shit.”

I let out a loud sigh and stood up from my chair. He instinctively cringed thinking I was about to hit him, but I didn’t. I turned my back to him and pace the floor. This guy wouldn’t be easy. I wouldn’t be able to get him to talk with simple tactics like that.

I glanced toward the two-sided mirror and nodded. It was time to bring in some help. Moments later two large men entered the room.

“Let’s get him shackled,” I commanded.

They moved the chair out of the way and dug through the small unassuming wooden chest in the corner. The smaller of the two men pulled out the metal chains and manacles. A sickening feeling settled in the pit of my stomach as they chained the weak, struggling man until he could barely stand on his tiptoes.

This position was extremely uncomfortable. It strained the legs and shoulders all at once. It was impossible to find any relief. The more uncomfortable I could make him, the more likely he was to talk.

“I need answers,” I demanded as the other men left me alone with him again. “I know you’re tired. You haven’t slept in how long? Just tell me what I want to know, and this can all be over.”

“Go to hell.”

I laughed, not letting him rattle me in the least. “Didn’t you know? We’re already there and you—you’re my special guest.” I patted his cheek hard enough to let it sting.

“Now, tell me who you were sending intel to?”

Silence.

“Not feeling chatty?” He glared at me, so I continued. “That’s okay. I’ll talk. You obviously aren’t important to whoever they are. They let you take the fall. They aren’t coming to get you. You were just a chess piece they used and now you’re nothing to them. Why do you hold loyalties to them? They don’t deserve it.”

“I’m not telling you anything so you might as well kill me now.”

“You’re not going to get out of this that easy.”

I strolled casually over to the box and began to dig around again, searching for my next tool to entice him to talk. It was going to be a long day. This was going to get ugly and I knew it. I would have to let my training take over. Otherwise, there was no way of making it through this emotionally intact.
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I shot up in bed, sweat covering my body. I’d dreamt of being back in that room—of the torture I’d inflicted. Never again.

Already a week had passed but it was still fresh on my mind. It had been close to three by the time I made it home. In the end, he finally talked. They always do. I didn’t want to think about what I had allowed myself to do—again.

Even though it was the middle of the day, I’d just wanted a hot shower and sleep.

I’d stripped out of my dirty, blood-stained clothes and stepped into the cascade of scalding water. I stood there for a while, letting the hot water pummel my body until the streams turned cold. I fell into my bed completely drained. I wanted to sleep the rest of the day and night until my mind forgot everything about that trying day.

But sleep hadn’t helped. I found myself waking at all hours and having to catch sleep between missions whenever I could.

The light through my window was dim. I glanced at my clock. 6:00pm. At least I’d managed two hours.

I slung the covers off and jumped out of bed. I went to the kitchen and poured myself a whiskey sour to help me relax. I made myself a sandwich and took my drink to the balcony to soak in the cold evening air.

As I leaned back in my chair, movement in the window across the alley caught my attention. It was her, the brunette I’d watched move in last week—in just a towel. I wondered if she was cold. Maybe I should go ask her if she needed me to warm her up? I shook my head and chased away the thoughts that followed. Pervert.

I knew it was creepy to sit there in the dark and watch the girl as she got ready for who knows what, but I couldn’t help myself. Using my binoculars to get a closer look was beyond the scope of normal. I knew it, but I didn’t care. I shouldn’t have kept watching but damn, she was sexy as hell the way she hurried around her apartment in that little scrap of cloth.

She bent down to dig through a box, and I had to take a sip of my whiskey to keep from groaning as the towel rode up the back of her thighs. That woman had curves that could make a grown man cry. Get a hold of yourself. Maybe it had just been too long since I’d gotten laid. The guys did say I worked too much. In any case, after the day I had, I needed a good distraction.

I admired her as she got ready, though I did turn my head as she got dressed. I wasn’t a total perv. She really needed to get some curtains. Any sick bastard could be watching her through those bare windows. Like you. A flash of anger took over me as I thought about someone else watching her like I was.

I didn’t know this girl, but there was something about her. There was something that drew me to her. I needed to meet her. I needed to be close to her. I needed a plan. There had to be some way of meeting her that wasn’t as creepy as spying on her through the window.

She was definitely going out on the town the way she was getting fixed up. Jealousy flared as I realized she could be going on a date. I’d kill the bastard. I tensed as she rushed toward her door. I couldn’t see what she was doing but I assumed she was on the intercom because moments later she hurried to put on a jacket and grabbed her purse.

I got up from my chair and moved to the railing. Looking over, a bulky guy with a petite vixen on his arm stood on the sidewalk waiting. Were these the people she was going out with? They looked like they were together which gave me some comfort. They could just be her friends. Friends were good. A boyfriend? Not so much. From my balcony, I was able to watch the three of them walk down the street. I wished I could just go down there, introduce myself, talk to her, ask if I could join her but how could a beautiful, sweet girl like her ever fit into my twisted messed up world?

I was dragged from my thoughts by the shrill ring of my phone. “Wright.”

“Hey man.”

“Hey, Chris. What’s up?”

“Got a job for you. It’s short notice, but it needs to be done tonight.”

“Okay. Send me the details.”

“Will do.” He ended the call, and I went to get ready.
d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
"A gripping and
sensational read"
Beyond The Covers Biog

BOOK 18N THE LINE'SERIES

NIKKI ROSE






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image004.png





