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For the
doctors, nurses, and support staff who ended my misery, and quite possibly
saved my life.





 
 

“If you
prick us do we not bleed? If you tickle us do we not laugh? If you poison us do
we not die? And if you wrong us shall we not revenge?”


 



The Merchant of Venice, Act 3, Scene 1
William Shakespeare


 
 


“It is
impossible to suffer without making someone pay for it; every complaint already
contains revenge.”


 



Friedrich Nietzsche







PREFACE

 


In America, rival gangs battle for turf on a daily basis,
the collateral damage incalculable. The Russian mob is one of the most brutal.
With an estimated 250,000 members spread over fifty countries, and affiliates
numbering as many as three million, they are involved in all manner of criminal
activity including human trafficking, racketeering, drug trafficking,
extortion, arms trafficking, gambling, prostitution, pornography, and much
more.


Fortune Magazine estimates the Russian mob
brings in over $8.5 billion per year, and they vigorously protect their
territory. The United Nations recently estimated that between 2000-2017, mafias
around the world were responsible for over one million deaths, with the Russian
mob responsible for many of those. 


And should someone witness one of their
many crimes, threatening their operation, they wouldn’t hesitate to protect
themselves.


In the most violent way imaginable.
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Person Street
Fayetteville, North Carolina


 


“I think we made a mistake with those bridesmaid dresses,”
said Maggie Harris as she fumbled for her keys. “They’re absolutely hideous. I
can’t make you guys wear those.” 


“They’re not so bad.” Shirley Belme held
out a hand. “Give me those.” 


Maggie smiled gratefully and handed over
her bags then successfully retrieved the keys, holding them up triumphantly.
“Found them!” She wagged the fob at Shirley. “They’re hideous and you know it.”


Vanessa Moore held up her phone with a
photo of the dress in question. “I don’t know, it’s not so bad.” 


Maggie stopped and gave her a look.
“Hideous.” 


Vanessa giggled. “You’re right, they are
completely hideous, but they’re supposed to be. They’re meant to make you the
most beautiful woman in the room. All eyes should be on you, not the
bridesmaids. Remember when Will and Kate got married? Everyone was talking
about Pippa’s booty. If she had been wearing some god-awful pastel-colored
thing, nobody would have noticed, but her dress was beautiful, so the whole
world was talking about her can and not how beautiful Kate looked.” 


Maggie eyed her. “I don’t really remember
that.” 


Vanessa tapped at her phone then held up a
photo. 


Maggie whistled. “Wow, that is a
nice ass.”


Joanne Lightman leaned in. “I’d switch
teams.”


Vanessa laughed. “But if she had some
foam-green dress on, nobody would have been looking and Joanne wouldn’t be
questioning her sexuality.” 


Everyone roared with laughter and Maggie,
feeling a little better, continued toward the SUV. It was late, the sun just
setting. They had taken far longer than planned picking out the dresses, but no
one was complaining. It had been a blast. She was elated that the wedding plans
were finally moving forward again. Soon, she’d be marrying the love of her life
and she couldn’t wait. He was the best man she had ever met in her life, and
she loved him so much, she couldn’t wait to start their life together. 


And an afternoon out with her friends that
stretched into the evening was just what she had needed. She paused at the rear
of the vehicle. “Anybody want to grab dinner?” 


Heads bobbed all around as she pressed the
button to open the rear hatch. Everyone loaded their purchases inside and she
was about to close the trunk when somebody cried out. They all fell silent,
staring about for the source. The parking lot of the strip mall was mostly
empty, and no one was in sight. 


Thuds followed another cry.


“What is that?” asked Shirley. 


Vanessa held a finger to her lips. “I
think somebody’s getting beaten.” 


“Are you sure?” 


Another cry and Vanessa hissed, “We need
to get the hell out of here.” 


Maggie was aghast at the idea. “We can’t
just leave. We have to help.” 


Vanessa vehemently shook her head.
“Listen, I grew up in bad neighborhoods. You mind your own business, or you get
yourself killed. Let’s get in the car, get on the road, then we’ll call 9-1-1
and let the police deal with it.” 


Footfalls pounded in an alleyway just to
their right, separating the strip mall they were just in and a Wendy’s. A man
emerged and they all gasped as his face was revealed by the streetlights,
bloodied and swollen. He turned and spotted them, stretching a hand toward
them. 


“Help! Please help!” 


Shirley yelped and Vanessa slammed the
trunk closed. “Everybody get in, now!” 


But no one moved, all too shocked to
react. 


Two men rushed out of the alleyway, one
with a gun held out in front of him. He squeezed the trigger twice, the muzzle
flashing in the dim light, and the beaten man cried out then collapsed.


Vanessa hauled open the back passenger
side door of the SUV and grabbed Shirley. “We have to go now!” she cried. She
shoved her into the back seat and slammed the door shut, rushing back around as
the men noticed them. One of them smiled and walked toward them as the other
fired another shot into the victim’s head, the body jerking on the ground one
final time. Vanessa grabbed the keys out of Maggie’s hand, startling her.
Vanessa opened the rear door and pushed Maggie and Joanne toward it as she
hauled open the driver-side door and leaped inside. 


The smiling man raised his own weapon as
Vanessa started the engine. Maggie snapped out of her stunned panic and grabbed
Joanne, hauling her toward the open rear door. The man fired and Joanne gasped
then collapsed to the ground. Maggie screamed and ducked behind the door. She
darted out and grabbed Joanne under the arms, dragging her with all of her
might as another shot rang out, slamming into the rear of the vehicle. She
lifted her friend up, the dead weight making it almost impossible, and with one
last roar of effort, she tumbled her into the rear seat. 


The man fired several times at Vanessa,
the side window shattering as everyone inside cried out. Maggie stepped toward
the door as Shirley pulled Joanne out of the way to make room. Another shot
fired, taking out the rear passenger window. Maggie winced as something hit her
arm and she tumbled backward, smacking the pavement hard as both men fired on
them. 


“Go!” she screamed as she made eye contact
with the crouching Vanessa. Vanessa’s eyes filled with tears as she shook her
head. “Go, or they’ll kill us all!” 


Vanessa maintained eye contact for another
moment then closed her eyes, tears rolling down her cheeks. “I’m so sorry.” She
put the vehicle in gear and hammered on the gas, Shirley screaming for her to
stop. Maggie watched from the ground as the SUV leaped over the curb and onto
the street, a hail of gunfire following it, then breathed a sigh of relief as
the shots stopped, her friends escaping. She turned her head as the footfalls
approached, and the smiling man pointed a gun directly at her head. She
squeezed her eyes shut, unwilling to stare at death, and as her life flashed before
her eyes, one image dominated. 


The smiling face of the man she loved.


And the man she prayed would avenge her
death.


Delta Force operator Command Sergeant
Major Burt “Big Dog” Dawson.


 


Vanessa struggled to control the SUV. The wheel violently
yanked out of her hands as they bounced over the curb then the center median.
Cries from the back seat were ignored as she grabbed the steering wheel and
battled to regain control. Gunfire continued behind them and she hammered her
foot down, shoving the accelerator into the floor as they surged away from the
scene of the crime. The gunfire stopped and she sat up, checking the rearview
mirror to see one of the gunmen pointing his weapon toward the ground, Maggie
lying helplessly on the pavement facing her executioner.


Alone. 


A bus drove past in the opposite
direction, blocking her view. Something flashed and she closed her eyes for a
moment, certain it was the muzzle flash of a weapon firing. She opened her eyes
and slowed down slightly.


“We have to get to a hospital!” cried Shirley.
“Joanne’s bleeding badly!”


Vanessa clasped the steering wheel as she
battled the shock threatening to overwhelm her. “Call 9-1-1!” 


Shirley reached into her purse, her hands
trembling as Vanessa noticed the car was paired with a phone. Maggie must have
put her purse in the back with her bags. She activated the voice feature and
dialed 9-1-1 herself as Shirley continued to panic. The emergency operator
answered immediately, and she reached back and grabbed Shirley’s hand,
squeezing to calm her friend’s nerves. 


And her own. 


“Call the guys. They’ll know what to do.” 


Shirley agreed and Vanessa turned her
attention to the operator as she guided them toward the closest hospital.


And prayed Joanne survived.
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1st Special Forces Operational Detachment—Delta HQ
Fort Bragg, North Carolina
A.k.a. “The Unit”


 


“I’m telling you, I don’t order them anymore. The last time
I did, there was absolutely no damn cheese,” said Sergeant Carl “Niner” Sung.
“What the hell is a breakfast burrito without cheese?”


“It’s called McDogFood for a reason. I
don’t know how you can eat that shit,” said Sergeant Leon “Atlas” James, his
impossibly deep voice rumbling across the table as the Delta Force’s Bravo Team
assembled for a debrief after the latest op. They were America’s elite
warriors, members of 1st Special Forces Operational Detachment—Delta. The best
of the best. They were brothers in arms, comrades, but they were also friends.
They were Non-Commissioned Officers that did everything together
professionally, and personally. Outside of their command structure, only their
wives knew what they did for a living, though Atlas’ girlfriend Vanessa Moore
had been read in, and Niner’s new girlfriend, Angela Henwood, had figured it
out. 


Beyond the dozen men in this room, the extended
family included spouses, girlfriends, and children. And everyone here would lay
down his life without hesitation to protect the others and their loved ones.
They were tighter than most civilians could understand, the bond going beyond
blood.


Niner gave his best friend the stink eye.
“You’re talking about an American institution, my friend. Mind your tongue or I
might start to question your patriotism.” 


Sergeant Will “Spock” Lightman cocked an
eyebrow. “If patriotism is measured in what we say about our fast-food
restaurants, then I’m not sure if this country’s worth protecting anymore.” 


Master Sergeant Mike “Red” Belme shook his
shaved head that hid his natural ginger hair. “This country’s always worth
saving, even if McDogFood’s burritos now suck.” 


Command Sergeant Major Burt “Big Dog”
Dawson leaned back in his chair, folding his arms. “Oh, I don’t know if they
suck. The last time I had a breakfast burrito, it tasted fine to me.” 


Niner spun in his chair. “How many years
ago was that?” 


Dawson shrugged as he ran his fingers over
his chiseled torso hidden beneath his shirt. “Does this body look like it eats
fast food on a regular basis?”


“Amen, brother,” commented the impossibly
muscled Atlas, extending a fist to be bumped. Dawson leaned forward and
completed the exchange as Spock yawned and checked his watch. 


“It’s not like the Colonel to be late.” 


Dawson agreed. “Something must be up.” 


Niner wasn’t willing to let his rant go.
“You know what the problem is? It’s lack of consistency. You go there one day
and the burrito is ice cold, the next day it’s as if they microwaved it for
five damn minutes and it’s scalding hot. Some days there’s lots of cheese, some
there’s no cheese, some there’s hardly any. And don’t get me started on the
wrap. I swear they’ve changed something. It used to be like a white tortilla,
but now it’s some wholegrain thing. Tastes like shit, and sometimes it’s hard
as a rock. And don’t get me started on how they wrap it. I thought that one of
the great things about going to that restaurant was that whether you were in
DC, London, or Beijing, it always tasted the same. Hell, you can go to the same
restaurant, and when it comes to a burrito, it’s completely different one
minute to the next.” 


Atlas rolled his eyes. “There’s a simple
solution.”


“What’s that?”


“Stop getting it, then you won’t be
disappointed.”


“But I like my burritos.”


“Clearly you don’t like their
burritos.”


“Yes, I do, when they get it right. I
might have burritos there ten times in a row. One or two times it’s perfection,
but the other eight or nine times it sucks.”


“So why punish yourself?” 


Niner shrugged. “Angela asked me the same
thing the last time we had breakfast together and I got another shit burrito. I
think—” 


The door burst open and their commanding
officer, Colonel Thomas Clancy, rushed in. Everyone leaped to their feet before
he could wave them off. They returned to their seats but Dawson remained
standing as Clancy made eye contact, his expression revealing something
horrible had happened. 


That was when Dawson noticed the phone gripped
in Clancy’s hand. 


The colonel closed the door. “Something’s
happened. Hold your questions. There’s been an incident and I’ve already
brought an ops center online to coordinate with the locals.” 


Dawson collapsed in his chair as Clancy
continued to make eye contact with him. 


“I’m going to give it to you straight.
This is what we know. Maggie, Joanne, Shirley, and Vanessa left the dress shop
less than fifteen minutes ago. A man was shot in the parking lot by two other
men who then opened fire on Maggie and the others.” He turned to Spock. “Joanne
took a round.”


Spock’s jaw dropped, but words escaped
him.


Dawson asked the question his friend
couldn’t. “Is she…”


“We don’t know yet. She just arrived at
the hospital. Three of them managed to get into the SUV and Vanessa got them
out of there.”


Three. And Vanessa drove, not Maggie.


Clancy faced Dawson. “Maggie was left
behind.”


Dawson gripped the arms of his chair, his
knuckles turning white. “They left her there?”


“There was no choice, not from the situation
that was described to me.”


“So, what you’re saying is—”


“I’m saying nothing. Police are still
heading for the scene, and the ops center is pulling every camera feed we can
to try to see what happened, but I have to tell you, Vanessa thinks she saw
them shoot Maggie before she lost sight of her.” 


Dawson tore the arms off his chair then
thrust to his feet, grabbing what remained and hurling it against the far wall.
“Who’s responsible?”


“We don’t know.” Clancy approached and put
a hand on Dawson’s shoulder. “But I promise you this, Sergeant Major, we’re
going to find out.” He turned to Red. “Shirley is okay, so can you handle the
debrief?”


Red nodded, the concern in his eyes for
his friends evident. “Yes, sir.”


“Good. Niner, you take BD to the scene of
the attack. Atlas, you take Spock to the hospital. The rest of you, let’s get
this debrief out of the way, and then you’re all on leave for one week.” 


Atlas helped the stunned Spock to his feet
as Niner rose and led Dawson from the room. The four of them headed to the
parking lot in silence, Dawson’s mind a jumble of thoughts. Just when they were
finally getting their lives back on track after the incident in Paris, now
this. His chest ached and his stomach churned. He resisted the urge to vomit as
he reached his Mustang and leaned against the cool metal. He squeezed his eyes
shut, letting his anguish turn, a rage forming that turned from a growl to a
roar as he slammed both fists on the hood. 


He turned to the others. “We find out who
did this then we deliver justice.” 


Spock stared at him, his jaw clenched. “We
kill them all.”


Atlas drew a breath, his massive chest
expanding. “Every last one of them.”
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Cape Fear Valley Medical Center, Main Floor
Fayetteville, North Carolina


 


Atlas rushed up to the front desk at the hospital, shoving
ahead of the gathered throng. “We’re here to see a patient that was brought in
with a gunshot wound. Her name is Joanne Lightman.” 


The nurse tapped at her computer. “Are you
family?”


“I have her husband with me, Will
Lightman.” 


The nurse pointed toward the elevator.
“Fourth floor. ICU.” 


Atlas lowered his voice. “Is she…”


“Go to the fourth floor Nurses’ Station.
They’ll let you know.”


He turned and pointed toward the
elevators, Spock following without comment. The ride here hadn’t been long,
though it had felt like an eternity, his irrational guilt gnawing at him in the
silence with the knowledge Vanessa was unharmed. Yet was she? His years of
experience on the battlefield told him the emotional scars she could suffer
might run deeper than any physical. Calls had been made on the ride here and
Spock’s family was on the way, though they wouldn’t be here for some time. For
the moment, Atlas was Spock’s support network until the rest of the team could get
here after their debrief. 


They rode up to the fourth floor, the
elevator crowded. The doors opened and they stepped through, the Nurses’
Station directly ahead. 


“Atlas!”


He spun toward Vanessa’s voice and held
out his arms as she raced toward him. He embraced her, holding her tight, not
saying anything as she sobbed in his arms. He let her go, remembering why he
was here.


“Joanne?” asked Spock anxiously.


Vanessa reached out and took his hand in
hers. “I’m so sorry, but I couldn’t get her here in time.” 


The color drained from Spock’s face. “Is
she…” 


Vanessa’s shoulders slumped and her chin
fell to her chest. “The bullet penetrated her stomach. She bled out in the car.
I’m so sorry.” She hugged him, his arms hanging loosely at his sides. 


“Where is she?” His voice was barely a
whisper.


Vanessa indicated a nearby room as she let
him go. She stared up at him, her eyes wells of tears. “It happened quickly.
She didn’t suffer much.” She pointed toward a doctor standing nearby. “That’s
her doctor. He can answer any questions you might have.”


Atlas took his friend by the arm and led
him toward the man, standing with another in a suit, a badge clipped to his
belt indicating he was a detective. 


Spock pulled toward the room. “I have to
see her. Questions can wait.”


A police officer stood by the door and
held up a hand, blocking them. “I’m sorry, I can’t let you in.”


“This is her husband,” explained Vanessa.


“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize.” The
officer stepped aside and Spock entered. Atlas followed but was stopped. “I’m
sorry, sir, family only.”


Atlas frowned but didn’t protest, and as
the door swung closed, his friend cried out, the wail filling the corridor,
bringing everyone to a momentary halt.


And it gutted him.


He spotted a chair nearby and sat,
battling to control his own emotions, asking himself the all-important
questions.


Why?


And, more importantly, who?
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En Route to Person Street
Fayetteville, North Carolina


 


Dawson and Niner drove in silence as they headed toward the
crime scene, Dawson at the wheel of his prized 1964½ Mustang convertible in
original poppy red. It had belonged to his father and had been handed down to
him, the memories of the two of them working on it together cherished. He had
hoped one day to pass it on to his own son, a son he was supposed to have with
Maggie. 


Supposed to have.


He gripped the steering wheel tight as he
struggled to maintain control. There was still hope. There hadn’t been any
reports yet of her death. Niner’s repeated calls to the police precinct
handling the investigation only resulted in transfers to voicemail—whoever was
assigned to the case wasn’t taking calls.


But he’d know soon enough.


Niner pointed ahead, red and blue lights
flashing, emergency vehicles blocking off the strip mall containing the small
wedding boutique where Maggie and the others had spent the day. Police swarmed
the area, and a gurney with a body bag on it was pushed toward a waiting
coroner’s vehicle.


Maggie.


His eyes burned and he closed them for a
moment. The wheel jerked as Niner reached over and took control.


“Foot off the gas.”


Dawson complied and opened his eyes. “I’ve
got it.” He pressed on the brakes gently, killing their speed, then guided them
into the far end of the parking lot, the police having cordoned off the other
side. He parked and shut off the engine, drawing a deep breath through his nose
and holding it as he pushed against the steering wheel, forcing himself into
the back of his seat. He exhaled loudly and let go, steeling for what was about
to happen. He threw his door open and marched toward the crime scene, Niner at
his side. 


An officer held up a hand. “I’m afraid you
can’t come in here, sir.”


Dawson pulled out his ID. “I’m Command
Sergeant Major Dawson. I believe the victim is my fiancée, Mag—” His voice
cracked. 


“Maggie Harris,” finished Niner, who also
held up his ID. “I’m Sergeant Sung. We’re both from the base. Our commanding
officer, Colonel Clancy, has already been in touch with your superiors. We’re
supposed to have clearance.”


“Wait right here.” The officer left,
walking over to a man and a woman, both wearing suits, badges hanging from
their belts. Words were exchanged and the two suits, obviously detectives, eyed
them for a moment then one gave a single nod. The officer beckoned them and the
tape was lifted by another. Dawson and Niner joined them.


“I’m Detective Mark Samuel, this is my partner
Detective Ella Black. Which one of you is the fiancé?”


“I am,” said Dawson. “Can I see her?”


Samuel regarded him. “Her?”


Dawson gestured toward the gurney with the
body. “I want to see her before you take her away.”


Black glanced over her shoulder at the
body bag. “That’s not your fiancée, Sergeant.”


Niner leaned in. “Sergeant Major.”


Black bowed slightly. “Apologies, Sergeant
Major. That’s a man we’ve yet to identify.”


Dawson exchanged an excited glance with
Niner. “You mean she’s not dead?”


Samuel shook his head. “I can’t say
whether she is or isn’t. All I can say is that when we arrived on scene, that
poor bastard was the only person we found.”


Dawson’s head swam for a moment and he
leaned over, placing his hands on his knees as he drew several breaths, Niner
asking the questions now.


“When the other women left, they said they
thought they saw her getting shot, but they couldn’t be certain.” He regarded
the dozens of numbered yellow markers laid out on the pavement, shell casings
and blood spatter beside each, including a large pool of blood at the entrance
of an alleyway. He pointed. “I assume the victim was shot there?”


Black nodded. “He took a couple of rounds
to the back then one to the head to finish him off. We believe there were two
perpetrators. They then opened fire on the SUV belonging to one Maggie Harris”—
she checked her notes—“driven by Vanessa Moore. From what we can gather, she
managed to drive them out of here with one Shirley Belme, uninjured, and one
Joanne Lightman, deceased.”


Niner’s jaw dropped as Dawson stood
straight. “She’s dead?”


“Yes, Sergeant Major, I’m afraid she
didn’t make it to the hospital.”


Dawson gripped his temples as his eyes
burned. Niner leaned against him, pressing his head into Dawson’s shoulder, and
they embraced each other briefly as they mourned their friend’s wife. Dawson
patted Niner on the back. “Message Red. Let them know about Joanne. Tell them
when the debrief is over to go to the hospital. Spock is going to need them.”


Niner wiped his eyes dry with his knuckles
then walked away, fishing his phone out of his pocket as Dawson regained
control. “Is there any evidence that anyone else was shot here?” 


“There’s blood spatter near where we think
the SUV was parked. We’re assuming it belongs to the deceased, Joanne
Lightman.”


“But nothing else?”


“No.”


“And there’s no sign of my fiancée?”


“No. We’ve got officers searching the area
in case she’s injured, but from what was described from the statements given by
Vanessa Moore and Shirley Belme, I can’t see how she would have escaped. One of
the gunmen was apparently straddling her the last time they saw her.”


Dawson’s fists clenched, his nails biting
into his palms as rage built once again. “Could they have let her go?”


“If they did, enough time has passed that
she would have reached out to somebody, wouldn’t she?”


“Unless they took her phone.”


Black shook her head, waving an arm at the
road, dozens of businesses and restaurants within sight. “All she’d have to do
is go into one of these establishments and ask to use a phone. There’s no way
we wouldn’t have heard from her if they let her go.”


“So, what are you saying?”


Samuel frowned. “We believe they took
her.”


Dawson’s stomach dropped and his mouth
filled with bile at the thought. He swallowed. “Why would they take her?”


“She’s a witness.”


“Then why wouldn’t they have just killed
her?”


“They probably want the other three that
got away.”


Dawson cursed. “Which means they’re not
safe.”


“We’ve got officers at the hospital.”
Black’s phone rang and she stepped away as Dawson struggled to not shut down,
his racing mind picturing unspeakable things being done to his beloved Maggie.
Black joined them a moment later. “We’ve got an ID on our victim over there.”
She jerked a thumb toward the gurney. “His name is Sergey Shoygu. He’s got
quite the record. Member of the Russian mob. Word is he had a falling out with
the boss and has been on the run for several months.”


“Looks like they finally caught up to
him,” said Samuel.


“The Russian mob?” Dawson stared at them.
“What the hell’s the Russian mob doing in Fayetteville?”


Black scanned the file on her phone. “He
was based in New York City. They probably just caught up to him here. “


Dawson pulled at his hair. “Okay. They
took Maggie. Where would they take her if this isn’t where they normally
operate?” 


Samuel chewed his cheek for a moment. “They
probably have a room at some cheap motel where nobody asks questions, but who
knows if that’s where they’ll take her. My guess is they have a vehicle, they
put her in it, they’re questioning her now or have already questioned her, and
they’ll arrange for hits on the two surviving women.”


Dawson tensed. “As soon as they’ve
finished questioning her, then they have no more use for her.”


“Possibly, though they may hold on to her
until they’ve eliminated the other two, just in case. She might have more information
that could help them. I think as long as her two friends are alive, she’s
alive.”


Dawson spun on his heel, heading back
toward his car.


“Just where do you think you’re going?”
asked Samuel.


“To make sure that Vanessa and Shirley
stay alive.”


“I’ve already got a team watching them.
The last thing they need is amateurs getting involved.”


Dawson grunted. “We are not
amateurs.” He fired a text to Red. 


Russian mob might try to hit Vanessa
and Shirley at the hospital. Join us ASAP. Bring supplies.


This wasn’t over, not by a long shot.
Maggie was out there somewhere, and he had to find her, but first, he had to
secure the others, and that wouldn’t be at a public hospital. He and his team
had to get them to safety, and the best place for that was the Unit. 


There was no way the Russian mob would
dare attempt a hit on Bragg.
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The Unit
Fort Bragg, North Carolina


 


Red’s eyes shot wide at the text message from Dawson, and
Colonel Clancy noticed. “What now?”


“BD says the Russian mob might hit the
hospital in an attempt to take out Vanessa and Shirley.”


Clancy’s eyes narrowed. “The Russian mob?”


“Yes, sir. He says to join him there ASAP.
With supplies.”


Clancy cursed. “Okay, you all can’t go,
otherwise you’ll scare the living shit out of every civilian at that hospital.
Sergeant, take three men with you, any non-lethal equipment you want from here,
and your personal licensed weapons. No military firepower. Get there, secure
the scene, then evac our people back to the Unit. I’ll deal with whatever
blowback there is. Just secure our family.”


Red rose. “Yes, sir.” He pointed at
Sergeants Trip “Mickey” McDonald, Eugene “Jagger” Thomas, and Zack “Wings”
Hauser, and they all followed him out of the room as the rest of the team
stayed behind to finish the debriefing.


Niner had updated him a few minutes ago
with the fact that Maggie hadn’t been found at the scene, and that Spock’s wife
was dead. There was still hope for Maggie if they acted quickly, but right now,
the mission was to secure those they could, and without any intel that might
lead to Maggie’s location, roaming around town with their heads poking out the
windows was a waste of everyone’s time and talent. 


This had to be treated like an op.


Clancy had activated an ops center, but
Red was fully aware they had strict limitations on what they could do,
especially on American soil, and it gave him an idea. He sent a message to
Dawson. 


Recommend we bring Dylan in on this.


The reply was immediate. A thumbs-up.


They entered the supply room and the
corporal behind the desk sprang to his feet.


“How can I help you, Sergeant?”


“Make a list. I’m going to say this only
once, and I don’t want anything missed. I’ll need ten of everything.” He
rapidly rhymed off the pieces of equipment he thought they would need, the
others chiming in with their own ideas. The corporal’s eyes bulged, looking up
from the clipboard he had made his notes on. 


“I’m going to need approval for this.”


“Colonel Clancy’s already approved it.
He’s in Conference Room Charlie. Open the gate. We’ll start getting what we
need while you’re on the phone. We don’t have a second to waste.”


“Yes, Sergeant,” replied the corporal as
he grabbed the phone and buzzed them inside.


They immediately set to work, gathering
everything they would need, and as Red donned his body armor, tightening up the
straps, he was forced to wonder just how far this would go. Right now, they
were setting out to secure his wife and Atlas’ girlfriend, but once
accomplished, they had to recover Maggie, and that could mean going to war with
the Russian mob.


Something he personally had no problem
with. 


Bring it on.
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Cape Fear Valley Medical Center, Fourth Floor
Fayetteville, North Carolina


 


“ETA?”


“Fifteen minutes,” replied Red. “BD and
Niner should be there in about five.” 


Atlas cursed. “I’m not armed, and I don’t
think Spock is either. We checked our personal weapons at the Unit.”


“We’ve got them. I suggest you move
everyone into as secure a room as you can. Once we get there, we’ve got body
armor for everyone. The colonel’s authorized us to exfil everyone to the Unit
until we can figure out what’s going on.”


“Copy that. We’re sure it’s the Russian
mob?”


“No, but I talked to BD and he said the
victim was former Russian mob who had a falling out with his masters. The
locals seem to think they finally caught up to him, and that they took Maggie
so they could track down any witnesses to his killing. You know how these guys
work. They’re brutal.”


“You’re not lying. Get here as soon as you
can. I’m going to secure the others.”


“Good luck.” 


Atlas ended the call then walked over to
the detectives, introductions having been made earlier. “We need a secure
room.” 


One of the detectives, Clint Sneider,
regarded him. “Why?”


“Apparently, the Russian mob is involved,
and we have reason to believe they might attempt to eliminate the surviving
witnesses.”


Sneider’s partner, Veronica Lance, eyed
him. “Who’s we?”


“My associates.”


“And what makes you think the Russian
mob’s involved?” Sneider’s tone dripped with disrespect.


Atlas’ fists clenched. “Do you people not
talk to each other? The victim at the shooting has been identified as former
Russian mob, on the outs with those he used to work for. They believe this was
a hit and that Maggie was taken so that they could track down the other
witnesses. This is the Russian mob. They don’t play by the same rules you’re
used to.”


“Oh? And just what rules are we used to?” 


Atlas drew a deep breath and held up a
hand. “Listen, I’m not trying to offend you, but this is what I do for a
living. All I’m asking for is a secure room and more officers. The last thing
we want is a shootout in a hospital.”


“There’s not going to be any shootout.
There’s no way anyone’s going to risk a hit here, it’s too public.” 


Atlas sighed. “You don’t know these
people. I deal with these types all the time. They don’t act like the typical
gangs you’re used to here. These aren’t small-time, common street thugs. The
Russian mob is different. They are completely loyal. They will do anything
that’s asked of them by those above them in the chain of command. No
hesitation. No concerns about dying. Think Yakuza, not Bloods and Crips. If
they’re ordered to hit this hospital and eliminate the witnesses, they will do
it even if they know they’re going to die. But they’re also not stupid. They’ll
try to infiltrate, not just do a full-frontal assault. Every minute we talk
here is a minute wasted that could be spent preparing for what might be coming.
I’m not saying they will attack, I’m saying they could. We need to
prepare for that possibility.” 


Sneider frowned. “You’re military, aren’t
you?”


“Yes.”


“Army?”


“Yes.”


“I assume you served in Afghanistan and
Iraq.”


“Where I served is irrelevant.”


“Oh, I think it’s very relevant. You see
threats everywhere you look and you overreact. We’re not in a warzone. This is
Fayetteville. Gunmen aren’t hiding around every corner.” 


Atlas cursed. “What is your malfunction?
Why are you ignoring the obvious? Is it because I’m military? Do you have
something against people who serve your country?” 


Sneider jabbed a finger at him. “I serve
my country too. Day in, day out, I protect the streets. I solve the crimes that
affect people here in America, not in some foreign country, yet I’m spit on and
called corrupt, and called a racist, just because of the job I do. You guys go
overseas and fight in bullshit wars that accomplish nothing, and you’re the
heroes. You don’t hear anybody screaming, ‘Defund the military,’ or to
completely dismantle it. What would happen to America if all the police went
home tomorrow? It would be open season on innocent civilians. You guys get all
the money and all the glory, and we get accused of being horrible people when
we’re arresting scum who have committed crimes or are deliberately defying our
lawful orders. So yeah, forgive me if I don’t listen to somebody who has no
experience being a police officer, and no experience in these matters. If we
were in Iraq, you would ignore my advice, just like I’m ignoring yours.
Nobody’s going to attack a hospital. I think it’s best you go home before I
charge you with interfering in an investigation.”


Atlas growled, his muscles bulging. “You
arrogant bastard! You’re taking your hatred of the military and your anger over
a protest movement, and are putting innocent lives at risk.”


Lance repositioned between Sneider and
Atlas. “Just everybody calm down. We’ll take them into protective custody.” 


Atlas glared at Sneider then turned his
attention to the more reasonable Lance. “Talk some sense into your partner. I
don’t give a shit what he says or tries to do, I’m going to protect our people
even if you won’t. If you’re not going to help, then stay the hell out of my
way.” He turned on his heel and walked over to the nurse’s station. “I need a
room, preferably with no outside windows, with a door that can lock from the
inside.” 


The nurse, who had apparently overheard
the exchange, pointed down the hall. “Room 408. The residents use it for
sleeping. I don’t know if anyone’s in it now, though.”


“Thank you.” 


The nurse leaned forward. “Thank you for
your service.” 


Atlas flashed her a grateful smile then
jogged down the hallway to the room in question. He opened the door and found a
small room with a pair of bunkbeds, none occupied. It had no windows, and only
the one door. It would have to do. He rejoined the others, huddled outside of
the ICU.


Vanessa hugged him. “What’s going on? I
thought you were about to give that detective a beat-down.”


“He came within an inch of it, let me tell
you.” He lowered his voice. “Listen, we think the Russian mob’s involved and
that they took Maggie so that they could find you, Shirley, and Joanne.”


“Find us? Why?” asked Shirley.


“You’re witnesses.” 


Her face paled. “You mean…”


Vanessa finished her thought. “You mean
they want to kill us?”


“Possibly. The police aren’t taking it
seriously, or at least that one asshole isn’t. I want the two of you in that
room.” He pointed in the direction of 408. “Go inside and lock the door and
don’t open it unless you hear one of our voices or the coded knock. Three
knocks followed by one then two. Got it?”


“Three, one, two. Yes.”


“Okay, now go.” 


Vanessa took Shirley by the hand and they
rushed down the hallway, disappearing inside the room, Atlas watching the
entire time. He sucked in a long breath then knocked on the ICU door before
opening it. Spock sat on the edge of Joanne’s bed, one hand holding his dead
wife’s to his chest while the other gently stroked her hair. 


“I think we’ve got a problem. I need your
help.” 


Spock sniffed, and with his head still
turned away from Atlas, he wiped the tears from his face. “What’s going on?”


“They identified the victim at the
shooting scene as Russian mob, apparently someone that betrayed them, and
police think it was a hit. Maggie’s missing and the going theory is that she
was taken so they could find Vanessa and Shirley. BD and Niner are on their
way, and Red’s on his way with some of the guys and our personal weapons. We
have to secure our people until the others arrive, then we’re going to extract
them to the Unit. I could really use your help.” 


Spock nodded, still clasping his wife’s
hand to his chest. “I don’t have my weapon.”


“Neither do I.” 


Spock rose and faced Atlas, his eyes red,
his cheeks stained. “Just let me get my hands on them. I don’t need a gun.” 


Atlas smiled slightly then flexed his
arms. “I always bring these guns with me wherever I go.” 


Spock laughed then headed for the door.
“We’re going to need a secure room.” 


Atlas led them out. “Already done. Now,
let’s just hope the guys get here before the Russians.” 
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Cape Fear Valley Medical Center Parking Garage
Fayetteville, North Carolina


 


Grigori twisted the man’s neck, the satisfying snap
something he would never tire of. Guns were too impersonal. He preferred his
hands. He wanted to feel the warmth of his victim’s body, he wanted to hear
their last breath, he wanted to smell their fear. Shooting someone from a
distance with a gun deprived him of all that. It took the joy out of killing.
It didn’t mean he was averse to using one—it simply meant for close quarters,
he preferred the personal touch.


He propped the doctor against the rear of
the luxury SUV his victim had arrived in and pulled off the man’s lab coat. He
donned it then resecured the ID that had dropped off during the brief struggle.
He fished the fob out of the man’s pocket then popped the rear hatch, dumping
the body inside and closing it before striding quickly out of the parking
garage beside the hospital, and toward the entrance to the main building and
its bank of elevators. 


He was the first to arrive on the scene.
He had three targets all identified by their prisoner, Maggie Harris. She had
refused to give them any information at first, but a dozen blows to the face,
chest, and stomach, then a promise to cut her breasts off, had her talking. The
boss was heading back to New York shortly and the hit team standing by at a
motel just outside of the city were on their way, though he suspected the
targets would be eliminated before they arrived. 


By him.


The elevator doors opened and he held out
a hand, smiling as two women boarded before him. He stepped on, and one of them
asked, “Which floor?”


“Fourth, please.” 


She pressed the button and it lit up, the
door sliding closed. This would all be over in the next five minutes. Either he
would be dead, or his targets. Either way, he didn’t care. He never expected to
survive a job—he always went in thinking he was already dead. It gave him a
certain sense of freedom. He would be facing police officers at most, and from
his experience, they were easy to deal with, especially when you were
committed. A police officer would hesitate to draw his weapon as you charged
toward him, especially these days when everyone was concerned with being
accused of something, and those precious seconds lost were all he usually
needed to be on top of them, a knife silently plunging into their neck. 


The doors opened to the fourth floor and he
stepped off. He checked left then right, his expert eyes taking in everything.
The nurse’s station was just ahead to his left, a uniformed officer stood near
an ICU door, and two detectives huddled nearby, one talking to someone on the
phone, the other tapping away at hers. To his right, there were no obvious
police, but one man stood at the far corner, his stained face suggesting he was
in a tremendous amount of grief, and, closer to the elevators, lurked a hulking
Black man, his head on a swivel. 


They made eye contact briefly, but Grigori
ignored him, instead turning left and striding toward the ICU guarded by the
police officer. He snapped out a nod to the man who merely glanced to see that
he was wearing an ID, not bothering to check the photo. The officer bowed his
head slightly and Grigori stepped inside, finding the room empty save a woman
lying on the bed, all the monitors turned off. He stepped over and checked for
a pulse but didn’t bother searching after he touched her—she was ice cold. He
took a photo of her face with his phone, one part of his job already done.


“Hey, why are you taking her photo?” 


Grigori slipped his phone back in his
pocket and turned with a smile to see the police officer standing in the
doorway. “Just for the record.” 


“Bullshit.” The officer stepped toward
Grigori, his hand extended. “Let me see your ID.”


“No problem, officer.” Grigori unclipped
it from the pocket of his lab coat and handed it over. The officer took it, his
eyes narrowing as he realized the pictures didn’t match. 


“Hey, wait a minute.” 


It was the last thing the man would ever
say. Grigori’s hand darted out and gripped the man’s throat, his fingers
digging in. If the officer had reached for his gun, he might have stood a
chance, however remote, but instead, he instinctually used both of his hands to
grab at Grigori’s, and that split-second error in judgment would spell the
man’s doom. Grigori hauled him closer, spinning him around, then released the
grip, grabbing the man by the face and the rear of the skull, twisting hard.


Another snap. 


Two in one day was rare. He inhaled
deeply, smelling the man’s shampoo, his cheap cologne, his terror. 


Intoxicating. 


Grigori dragged him behind the bed and
dropped him unceremoniously on the floor. He took the man’s radio and turned it
off, placing it in an inner pocket in case he might need to monitor police
communications later. He took the officer’s badge and tucked it into another
pocket, then headed out of the room and turned to his left, walking past the
detectives who hadn’t yet noticed the officer was missing. He strode toward the
far end of the hall and turned right down another corridor, breathing a little
easier now that he was out of sight. 


The grieving man and the Black man had to
be involved somehow. They weren’t police, so who were they? Fort Bragg was
close by. Could they be military? If so, then the tactics he normally used
wouldn’t necessarily work on them. Combat veterans wouldn’t hesitate. They drew
their weapon and shot, then asked questions later. And depending on who they
were, they could be trained to counter any move he might make, including what
he had already used successfully twice in the past five minutes. 


Their presence changed everything.


The question was, where were the other two
women that he was after? The answer likely lay between where the two men were
positioned. There were at least half a dozen doors between the men down that
corridor. The doors on the side of the elevator would be on the outside of the
building, meaning windows, and vulnerable to snipers. If these men were
experienced, they would put them in an inner room. He turned right and walked
along another corridor, heading for the far end, the rooms there opposite those
he suspected his targets were hiding in.


 He found three doors and chose the one in
the middle, finding it unlocked. He stepped inside then closed the door behind
him, pressing the button on the knob to lock it. He was in a janitor’s closet.
It was cramped, but there should be little chance of discovery. There was a
utility sink in the corner and he turned the tap on, creating white noise to muffle
any sounds he might make. He stepped over to the far wall and grabbed a small
step ladder. He opened it then climbed the few steps to the acoustic tiles
overhead. He slid one aside then poked his head through. He was surrounded by
an array of tiles, wires, and cobwebs, along with pipes and conduits
crisscrossing the anonymous rooms. The elevator shafts were to the right,
columns supporting the structure spaced out all around him. 


He cocked an ear and listened. Two women
were talking nearby, the only voices he could hear with little difficulty. It
had to be his targets, and they had to be close. He pulled himself up, propping
himself atop the cinderblock wall. He reached out with both hands, bracing
himself, then leaned forward, tilting his head so his ear was parallel to the
acoustic tile on the other side. 


“How much longer do you think?”


“I don’t know. I didn’t notice what time
it was when we came in here, but it has to have been at least five minutes,
hasn’t it?” 


“No idea. I haven’t been able to think
straight. I can’t believe Joanne is dead. I feel so bad for Spock.” 


Grigori smiled. It was them. It was his
two remaining targets. As much as he’d like to drop into the room and kill them
both with his bare hands, this wasn’t the time for that. The two men he had
spotted were obviously guarding the women, and he couldn’t risk his targets
making any sounds that might tip their protectors off. 


He drew his weapon from his shoulder
holster then carefully screwed the suppressor in place. All he had to do now was
pry aside another acoustic tile, fire two shots, then two more to confirm the
kills, then extract himself without anyone knowing he had ever been there.
Security footage would be checked, of course, and he would be seen on camera,
but that didn’t concern him. The authorities knew who he was—they could just
never get their hands on him. 


He repositioned, his weapon pressed
between the cinderblock and his hand. He leaned forward and pried open an
acoustic tile directly in front of him. He lifted it several inches, then
leaned closer, peering inside. Two women sat below him on a cot, the top
bunkbed shielding him from view, only their knees, shoulders, and, critically,
their heads, visible as they stared at the floor.


This would be easier than he thought. 


He lifted the tile up several more inches,
hooking it on a dangling wire, freeing up his left hand. He repositioned,
shifting his weight to the left, freeing up his right hand with his suppressed
weapon. This was it. The contract was about to be fulfilled. He slowly guided
his weapon from its resting place on the cinderblock and carefully took aim,
his finger transferring to the trigger from the guard. 


He smiled. 


I love my job.


He loved the thrill of the kill, and he
loved the massive bonus he would get from the boss for cleaning up these loose
ends. 


There was a crash behind him and he nearly
lost his balance as he twisted around. He spotted the locked door swinging
open, the top hinge torn from the frame. An impossibly deep growl echoed
through the confined space then he suddenly felt iron grips on both of his
ankles before he was pulled unceremoniously from his perch. His chin slammed
onto the cinderblock as he was dragged backward. He squeezed the trigger as he
redirected the weapon back into the other room, repeatedly firing as screams
erupted on the other side of the wall. He continued to be hauled back into the
janitor’s closet and he collapsed onto the step ladder, several ribs cracking
or breaking. 


The grip on his right ankle released and
as he tried to kick out, his right hand was grabbed with a force so strong, he
was convinced whatever was attacking him couldn’t possibly be human. The hold
on his left ankle was released, and a second hand joined the first, grabbing
his right forearm as the rest of his body collapsed across the ladder. His
right arm was picked up then shoved down rapidly, and he could feel the bones
in his forearm snap in half. He cried out in agony as the gun clattered to the
ground. 


He collapsed to the floor and onto his
back, finally giving him a view of his assailant. It was the massive Black man
he had made brief eye contact with. Grigori’s body was in excruciating pain,
but the fight wasn’t out of him. He had experienced pain before. He was former
Spetsnaz, Russia’s elite Special Forces. He had committed unspeakable acts on
behalf of his government, and had unspeakable things done to him. With his left
hand, he reached down and pulled a knife from his belt, then swung. The arc was
interrupted with a block, then a flurry of blows to his face. The block slammed
his hand against the cold concrete of the floor, then a boot crushed his wrist,
the knife clattering onto the hard surface. 


This fight was over. 


He wasn’t going to win. 


It had been a good run. He had had a good
life and he had no regrets. He reached back with his tongue and closed his
eyes, biting down on the plastic capsule he always tucked in his cheek while on
the job. He felt the cyanide pill’s effects immediately. His body jerked, his
mouth foaming as the poison did its job far slower than he had been told it
would take, but it didn’t matter. The pain from the pill was nothing compared
to the broken bones, and as he shook, the massive man stepped back, cursing. 


“Who sent you? Give me a name!” 


Grigori desperately wanted to flip the man
off, but his hands weren’t working anymore. He opened his mouth to spit one
final insult but managed only a gurgle as the room fell dark and he readied for
what was to come, either nothing, for the afterlife was a lie told to the sheep
to keep them in line, or an eternity in Hell, for
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