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			DRAKE SISTERS AND HUSBANDS

			Sarah Drake married to Damon Wilder

			Kate Drake married to Matt Granite

			Abigail Drake married to Aleksandr Volstov

			Libby Drake married to Tyson Derrick

			Hannah Drake married to Jonas Harrington

			Joley Drake married to Ilya Prakenskii

			Elle Drake married to Jackson Deveau

			SISTERS OF THE HEART AND HUSBANDS

			Rikki Sitmore married to Lev Prakenskii

			Judith Henderson married to Stefan Prakenskii

			Airiana Ridell married to Maxim Prakenskii

			Lissa Piner married to Casimir Prakenskii

			Lexi Thompson with Gavriil Prakenskii

			Blythe Daniels married to Viktor Prakenskii

		

	
		
			
			TORPEDO INK CHARTER MEMBERS

			Viktor Prakenskii aka Czar President

			Lyov Russak aka Steele Vice President

			Savva Pajari aka Reaper Sergeant at Arms

			Savin Pajari aka Savage Sergeant at Arms

			Isaak Koval aka Ice Secretary

			Dmitry Koval aka Storm

			Alena Koval aka Torch

			Luca Litvin aka Code Treasurer

			Maksimos Korsak aka Ink

			Kashmir Popov aka Preacher

			Lana Popov aka Widow

			Nikolaos Bolotan aka Mechanic

			Pytor Bolotan aka Transporter

			Andrii Federoff aka Maestro

			Gedeon Lazaroff aka Player

			Kir Vasiliev aka Master

			Lazar Alexeev aka Keys

			Aleksei Solokov aka Absinthe
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			IF they were going to get out of this alive, they were going to have to be ghosts. Viktor “Czar” Prakenskii faced his men and their disapproving faces. He detested arguments, especially, like now, when they had very little time.

			“Let me clear the way,” Savva “Reaper” Pajari said. His eyes were flat and cold. Ice-cold. There was no emotion whatsoever in his voice.

			Viktor knew he was the cause of that emotionless voice. He had that on his soul forever. There was no taking back their childhood or the things they’d had to do to survive—things that Viktor had conceived—just like this job. It was all on him, and he wasn’t going to allow them to surround him like they all preferred, keeping him safe. This was his mess. He had never been able to put the brakes on, to say enough. For him, it was never enough, and where he went, the others followed.

			“Not happening,” he said, his voice low, terse. He was angry, but not at any of his brothers. At himself. He’d chosen a path and one by one they had followed him. His path had led straight to hell. “We don’t have time to argue. We knew walking into this it was a trap. Nothing has changed.”

			Dmitry “Storm” Koval sighed heavily. “We all voted, Czar, just like always. Stop trying to carry us on your shoulders. We chose this life. All of us.”

			Viktor clenched his teeth. That was a blatant lie. None of them had chosen their life. Not a single one. They all shared a common beginning. Each of them had parents murdered by a man named Kostya Sorbacov, because their parents hadn’t agreed with Sorbacov’s politics. He had taken the children to the most brutal orphanage/school ever conceived in the hopes of shaping them into assets for his country—at least that’s what they all thought at first.

			“That’s bullshit, but we don’t have time to debate right now. The longer we wait, the more men they’ll have guarding this place.”

			The thought of what he was going to find turned his stomach, but then, it always did and he kept doing the same thing over and over. Five years of his life had been given to this mission. Evan Shackler-Gratsos was the number-one human trafficker in the world. Viktor knew he couldn’t stop everyone, but he was determined to take the man down. That decision had cost him five years of his life, possibly his marriage and the knowledge that the men he called brothers had made the choice to follow him into hell, just as they always had.

			He refused to argue with them any longer. He simply gave them a small salute and pushed through the wall to find his entry point. The warehouse where a chapter of the infamous Sword motorcycle club had set up shop, already renting out the young girls they’d acquired only a scant two to three weeks earlier, was in the industrial district. They moved the girls often in order to stay one step ahead of the cops.

			This time, they had more new girls, most between the ages of eleven and sixteen, just the age Evan preferred to add to his stable. They lasted longer. Right now, they were “training” the new girls, which meant beatings and rape to get them to the point where they felt hopeless and so afraid they would do anything they were told.

			Viktor knew what that was like. They all knew, and yet for five long years they’d ridden with the scum, wore their colors and defended them when they went to war. For this. For these moments. To take some of it back, and hopefully draw Evan out into the open where they could get to him. So Viktor could get to him. Evan Shackler-Gratsos represented every one of those pedophiles and sadistic monsters that had run the school. The rage that burned so hot in Viktor’s belly night and day had come to demand the death of the human trafficker.

			They’d wreaked enough havoc over the years to keep every Swords chapter on alert, especially when they brought in new girls. Viktor ran two teams, and often they hit two chapters simultaneously, but lately it had become more difficult. Evan demanded the girls bring in money day and night, seven days a week, so even when baiting a trap, they kept the women working and the lines long. It was no different in spite of the storm brewing.

			There were guards hidden in the brush surrounding the warehouse on all sides. The roof connected with a second warehouse housing mostly heavy equipment for a local contractor. Viktor chose that building to make the penetration into the Swords’ makeshift brothel. There were at least two guards between him and the building.

			The chapter was spread thin trying to surround the building as well as keep the work going. They had to have guards inside to make certain the women were doing as they were told and that the customers didn’t abuse their privileges without paying. They needed men guarding the outside line in order to keep it moving properly. All the while they feared the mystery crew that freed their slaves and killed the members of their chapter would strike.

			Viktor and his men had spread fear throughout the Swords club and there was some satisfaction in that, but Evan, although seriously angry, hadn’t personally made an appearance. The man was secretive now, and very paranoid. He had inherited billions from his brother, a Greek shipping magnate, and he had the money to stay hidden for as long as he wanted.

			Viktor had been patient, moving up through the ranks of the Swords. He was a huge asset, with his background. There wasn’t a weapon he didn’t know how to use. The club found him very useful. He didn’t mind carrying out the assignments as enforcer because anyone doing business with them was covered in as much slime as they were. One by one, his men had joined after him, over a period of two years until all of them were in the Swords with him. All had come out of the shadows to take his back.

			He waited in the darkness until one of the guards grew restless enough to give his position away. Very slowly he began to move from shadow to shadow, always cognizant of the fact that the Swords liked to lay elaborate traps and always used night vision goggles. He came up behind the man and killed him swiftly, a knife shoved hard into the base of the skull, severing the spinal cord. It was a signature kill for his crew.

			To his left, a radio crackled. The noise was muffled. A voice spoke. The guard answered, his voice bored. The moment he stopped speaking, a dull thud followed. Viktor worked his way toward the sound. A body lay on the ground, someone pulling the boots to take it farther into the shadows just against the wall of the warehouse. He recognized Reaper.

			Shaking his head, Viktor watched as Reaper removed the radio from the dead guard’s ear and put it in his own. He should have known. Reaper had had his back in every situation for longer than either cared to remember.

			“You don’t follow orders.”

			Reaper straightened. “You didn’t give any worth listening to.”

			Viktor narrowed his eyes at his enforcer. The man was a law unto himself when it came to protecting Viktor. He was ruthless, relentless and a pain in Viktor’s ass. “Damn it, you take too many risks. You should have stayed out while you had the chance. All of you. Instead you follow me into this mess. Five years of our lives have been given to these scum. This mission. Who knows if we’re really going to get our shot at taking the fucker out?”

			Reaper glanced up toward the roof and then sighed. “You don’t have the slightest clue why we all followed you, do you?”

			Viktor looked at his friend. There was no evidence of the boy he knew, the young toddler brought to the school a year after Viktor had been ripped from his family. What had he done to Savva Pajari? There was nothing left of him at all. He was Reaper in every way. Slowly he shook his head, his eyes on the man who always had his back, whom he loved as family.

			“You were free. As free as you could be with Sorbacov alive. You got out and you should have stayed out.”

			Reaper shook his head. “We’ll never be free. Alive or dead, that man branded us, turned us into killers. You changed that, and gave us purpose.”

			“We did it together.”

			“We were animals in there, Viktor, and every one of us would be dead, just like the others, but you made us human again. You gave us a way out.”

			There had been a cost. A huge cost. The evidence stood before him in the form of a man, but what was left of Reaper, he wasn’t certain anymore. He shook his head. “You were out. Sorbacov could have sent an army after all of you, but he never would have found you. He didn’t find you, even after you came back out of the shadows to ride with me. None of you should have done that.”

			“You give us life. You make us believe. Look around you, Czar. This is where we belong, where we’re always going to belong. We aren’t like the rest of the people. We’ll never be. What they did to us . . .” He trailed off, shaking his head again.

			Viktor wished he could see one small hint of emotion, hear one small inflection in Reaper’s voice, but there wasn’t anything. Just an ice-cold, expressionless mask that became colder with each kill. Viktor detested that for him. Detested the fact that he had set the killing in motion. It might have saved all of their lives, but it didn’t do anything good for Reaper.

			“We can get out of this life.”

			“Don’t kid yourself. You know better. You want us to be different because you found a woman to love. You want her in your life, and you don’t think she’ll accept you as you are. Just so you know, that isn’t love, my friend. She either takes you like you are, with us, with what we have to do, or she isn’t worth it.”

			Reaper rarely talked, and he never gave anything resembling advice to anyone. Viktor wanted to tell him to go to hell. He didn’t want to think that his woman wasn’t waiting for him. Wouldn’t accept him. Worse, he knew Reaper was right. They had been trained as assassins and worked for their government from the time they were teens, sent out on the most dangerous and ugliest, most vile cases. They were expendable assets, nothing more, not even considered human beings. He knew no other life.

			Life had to have purpose. He’d been an unwilling participant for so many years, blackmailed emotionally into doing service for Sorbacov. The deal was simple enough. He had six younger blood brothers, all in different schools and, at the time, working for Sorbacov as well. If Viktor didn’t cooperate, one of his brothers would be tortured and killed.

			Viktor had taken the dirtiest jobs, survived them, and continued working until the moment he knew it was safe to disappear. Like the others he’d stashed plenty of money and had multiple identities. He’d met the woman of his dreams and planned to spend the rest of his life with her. But Sorbacov had demanded he take the job to kill Evan Shackler-Gratsos, or his youngest brother, working for Interpol, would be killed, and he couldn’t stop himself.

			Reaper held up his hand and then replied into the radio, his voice a perfect mimic for the guard’s, “All clear here. Very quiet. Yeah, the wind is picking up.”

			Viktor flashed him an appreciative grin. He admired the various gifts his brethren had, talents Sorbacov never knew about. Combined, they were unstoppable. They’d survived by banding together and using those gifts.

			He glanced up the side of the building. The wind was coming from the west, powerful gusts, but so far, the rain wasn’t pouring down. He could feel drops in the air, and the clouds spun in dark threads overhead, but climbing wasn’t going to be that difficult.

			“Your woman knows what you do?” Reaper asked.

			He nodded, still looking the side of the building over, determining the best way up. “I told her everything. I had to. She was my ‘in’ to get close to her stepfather. He was a notorious pedophile. He traveled all over the world, and set up a network for others like him. They bought and sold young boys. I fell hard for her, knew right away she was the one. It sucked being undercover, but I married her legitimately. So I had to tell her everything. I had to leave, but I told her I’d be coming back for her.”

			“What did she say, after you’d just killed her stepfather?”

			“I explained who he was and why he couldn’t be prosecuted.” Viktor had already figured out the route he’d use scaling the wall to the roof.

			“What did she say?” Reaper repeated.

			“I wrote it all out for her, and left the letter on our bed. I haven’t talked to her since. I didn’t dare get in touch with her—it would have put her in too much danger—but I sent her hundreds of messages assuring her I’d be coming home. She lives in Sea Haven, the small village where the Prez sent us to get things ready for his arrival.”

			Reaper shook his head. “Czar, you’re the smartest man I know, and I respect you in every way, but that’s the dumbest thing I ever heard. You leave your girl a note pinned to the bed, and you’re gone for five years.”

			Viktor scowled at him. “Not a girl. My old lady. That makes a difference.”

			“You’re so fucked. Get up the wall and give us our orders so we can get this done and head for Sea Haven. I can’t wait to meet this woman who has stood by your ass for five long years without one real word from you.”

			Reaper was just saying what Viktor already knew. He was fucked. He’d run into Blythe’s sister a few weeks earlier and she’d all but intimated that Blythe was moving on with her life.

			“With Evan finally coming out of his hiding place to ride with the Swords to Sea Haven, this thing will be over and I can straighten everything out with her.” But he was afraid it wasn’t going to be that easy. “She lives there with the others.”

			Of course Reaper had that information. All seventeen club members knew exactly where Blythe Daniels lived. They’d sworn to look after her if he died. She lived on a farm in Sea Haven with five other women.

			The “all clear” signal he’d been waiting for came and he reached up to use his fingertips to pull his body up until he could find a purchase with his toes. He went up fast. He was a big man, incredibly strong, and had good climbing skills. Like all the others, he stayed in the best shape possible and trained continuously.

			Once on the roof, he ran across the flat surface, making certain to stay crouched low. He made it to the huge industrial fan churning around and around in the heat of the evening and went still, so still he disappeared into the shadows of the night. He waited a heartbeat or two and then moved his head cautiously to pinpoint the exact location of the three men sitting across on the adjoining rooftop with automatic weapons and goggles.

			Three men on the roof. They’re expecting us, he told his team, speaking telepathically. Night vision. They’ve got the building surrounded. Reaper, you’re up. Ice, you and Storm take the two to the west. We need a clear path if we’re going to do this. From his vantage point on the roof, Viktor directed the action.

			The wind had picked up, tearing at his clothes, whipping at him with swirling debris. The clouds hung dark and heavy, swirling above them angrily, threatening that all hell was going to break loose soon—and it was.

			Below him, Isaak “Ice” Koval slipped through the dark to come up behind one of the two guards at the outer edge of the building. Reaper would have to climb up the side of the other building, just as Viktor had, before he could dispense with the three guards on the roof. Not actually guards—they were there specifically to kill Viktor’s team. Both men had to deal with the Swords surrounding the building to the west.

			One down, Ice reported.

			Two down, Dmitry “Storm” Koval added.

			Transporter, you go to the east, the front of the building with Alena. Stay in position. We don’t want anyone to know anything is happening until it’s too late. Alena Koval was little sister to Isaak and Dmitry, one of only two female survivors from the school. Needless to say, the men were extremely protective of the two women and, although part of the team and gifted with their own rare talents, both women were guarded as carefully as possible in every situation. Pytor “Transporter” Bolotan knew his job was one of the most important to all of them.

			Moving into position, Czar, Transporter acknowledged.

			Viktor had done this so many times in the past, orchestrating and carrying out dangerous missions, putting his brothers in the line of fire over and over again. What made it so bad every time now was the knowledge that every single one of the others had been free and clear and they’d joined the Swords to take his back. Reaper might try to explain it to him, and on some level he understood, but it didn’t take away the guilt or the knowledge that if any of them were killed this night, that death was squarely on his shoulders.

			His brothers were hitting two chapters at the same time. His vice president, Lyov “Steele” Russak, was running his own team of eight men and one woman, attempting to do exactly as Viktor was doing here. They were hitting another Swords chapter two hundred miles away as they’d been doing for the last three years. Living a double-edged sword, undercover, always one step ahead of death, was commonplace to them, but it took its toll.

			Storm and Ice, follow Reaper up and wait for his go-ahead. He tasted something close to fear in his mouth for his brothers.

			The three men would take out the guards on the back side of the warehouse where the Swords chapter held the girls. Reaper would go up first and kill the three men sitting with night vision goggles and scopes and then call in the rest of the team. Once again, Reaper would be in the most dangerous position. He’d been taking that position from the time he was five years old.

			Savage and Absinthe, you take the wall to the north. One man is in the driver’s seat of a van parked on the street, pretending to be asleep, and there are two more concealed in the long hedge about twenty feet from the building. Savin “Savage” Pajari was Reaper’s younger brother. Like Reaper he was a very scary man. He shaved his head, had more tats than most of them, which was saying a lot, and sometimes, the way he looked at Viktor with those empty eyes shook him—and it was very difficult to shake Czar.

			Absinthe was more laid-back, but not less lethal. Aleksei “Absinthe” Solokov could have been a great statesman, a man who could have done a lot for his country. Sorbacov hadn’t even bothered to find out about the sons and daughters of his political enemies; he’d simply determined which ones he was going to use as assets and which he would experiment on and torture just because he despised their parents. Absinthe had no business being in the occupation of killing, but he’d learned, and because he was extraordinary at everything he did, he was good at it.

			You’ll have to take out the two in the hedge to get the one in the van before he can raise an alarm. Viktor continued to search the area to the north. He knew from experience that each chapter had only so many members. As it was, he and his team had been ruthless in killing off the members of the Swords club whenever they took back girls. Each time he heard of a fresh shipment, he and Steele strategized to find a way to free the girls and get rid of as many members as possible at the lowest risk to themselves. As the years had passed and the club had been hit hard, security had tightened and the risks had become greater.

			He kept his gaze sweeping along the north, while first Savage and then Absinthe each killed one of the two Swords in the hedge and laid them out gently behind the bushes. It was Savage who slipped into position, waiting for Viktor’s signal to give him the go-ahead to cross the open area to the van. Of course he would take the most dangerous position.

			Viktor had to ensure the three snipers on the rooftop on the adjacent building weren’t looking to the north and the enemy hiding in the car wasn’t paying attention to what was in front of him. The driver seemed nervous, continually looking behind him and around the van, rather than in front. Viktor almost gave the all clear and then something about the way the man cocked his head toward the backseat made every hair on his body stand up.

			It’s a trap, Savage, they’ve got more than the driver in the van.

			Acknowledge.

			Instantly there was movement, a shadowy figure sliding from hedge to bush, Reaper coming to back up his brother and Absinthe. Naturally it would be Reaper. Viktor had hesitated this time bringing both Reaper and Savage along. For the last few months, he’d been worried about both of the men he’d grown up with. Reaper and Savage had always been different, even as children, but they were growing apart from the brotherhood. They were quieter, colder, eyes like ice. Neither ever smiled. Never. Not even for Lana or Alena, women they considered younger sisters. Lana made all of them smile with her soft, compelling voice as she broke into song at the tensest times.

			This was his fault. If something happened to Reaper or Savage, the blame would be squarely on his shoulders. The brotherhood had made a pact to disappear, and one by one the others had. They’d changed names, become chameleons, blending into the world like they’d been taught practically since birth. Not Viktor. He’d taken one last job because Evan Shackler-Gratsos made him sick to his stomach and he needed to protect his blood brothers. Monsters like Evan shouldn’t be allowed to live. Viktor couldn’t get Sorbacov, the man who had murdered his parents and taken his brothers from him, but he had a chance of bringing down Evan.

			Loyalty was a strange emotion, a characteristic he looked for in others, and he’d found it at the school where Sorbacov had placed him. Two hundred and eighty-seven students had attended the school. Only eighteen survived the training there—through loyalty. The eighteen had banded together under Viktor and worked as a whole to survive. They became brothers and sisters, not of blood, but through survival. Torture. Training. Kill or be killed. And it had been Reaper and Savage who had done most of the killing so the others could live.

			Although all of the others had been in the wind, impossible for Sorbacov to find, they had one by one followed him on his assignment to rid the world of Evan Shackler-Gratsos, the international president of the most feared motorcycle club in the world, the Swords. Evan had built up a multibillion dollar business in human trafficking. Young women, girls, boys. Lives meant nothing to him, only power and dollar signs.

			Viktor had put away his Torpedo Ink colors—those of the brotherhood—and worn the hated Sword colors, doing whatever it took to get inside the club and move up fast. What it took turned his stomach—and it took a lot to do that—but he kept his eye on the prize even as he disrupted as many of the trafficking chapters as possible without jeopardizing his own mission.

			What’s the plan, Czar? Reaper asked.

			You have a silencer on those guns? Viktor knew the answer. Of course they did. Just about every kill the two brothers made was done in silence. Silence surrounded them.

			That’s affirmative.

			When Absinthe makes the kill with the driver, you two take the back of the van. It has to be fast and thorough. Not a sound. Simultaneous with Absinthe.

			No problem, Savage acknowledged.

			Viktor watched from his vantage point, his heart pounding in spite of his ability to control all organs. The best he could give them was cover from the roof, and he made certain to do that, although he had to keep his eyes on the guards, to ensure they weren’t seen.

			Need a little commotion, Transporter, you and Alena need to provide that, but make certain you don’t draw any attention to yourselves.

			Transporter was a human computer. His hand-eye coordination was astonishing, but more, he could read a book and absorb the entire thing in minutes. It was the same with languages. He figured prominently in all their plans to settle once this was over. He would do the custom work along with a couple of others for their cars and motorcycles.

			No problem, Czar. One distraction coming up.

			Two minutes later, a fight erupted at the tail end of the line of waiting johns. All three guards hastened over to get a better look, rifles ready.

			That should buy us some time, Transporter said.

			Now. Now. Viktor gave the go-ahead.

			He shifted the rifle to his shoulder. This was a telling moment. If the guards on the roof went back to their sweeps before Absinthe, Reaper and Savage took out the enemy hiding in the van, while Viktor’s back was to them, everything would be lost and there would be a hell of a firefight.

			His three brothers moved into position. He heard the whisper as Reaper gave the order. Reaper and Savage stepped up to the van doors and flung them open, firing rapidly. Viktor knew from long experience, every bullet fired hit a target. Absinthe stepped up simultaneously to the driver’s window and shot the man in the head. Reaper and Savage closed the van doors quietly and melted back into the hedges alongside the warehouse. Absinthe joined them, and then Reaper broke off to go back to his point of entry.

			Viktor moved into his original position so he could watch the guards. Go, Reaper, he ordered.

			Reaper climbed up the side of the wall like a spider. He was strong. Incredibly strong. He moved fast, but when he went still, like Viktor, he disappeared. One had a much more difficult time disappearing when the enemy wore night-vision goggles.

			Night vision, Viktor reminded, willing Reaper to be careful.

			On the roof, Reaper reported.

			It was impossible to see him, but kills had to be silent or they would tip off those inside holding the latest crop of young girls to be violently trained for their new lives. Reaper could move in absolute silence. If he said he was on the roof, he was.

			Ice, Storm, make the climb but hold back until I give you the all clear.

			Two more of his Torpedo Ink brothers began the laborious climb up the building to follow Reaper. Ice and his twin brother, Storm, moved rapidly to get into position. Once Reaper took out the guards, they would use the roof to gain entrance into the rooms below.

			Ice had tattoos of three tears on his face. He hadn’t cried since he was three years old and the hideous instructors had taken him, kicking and screaming, from Viktor. He’d come back silent and bloody, his eyes wide with shock and his mind traumatized. He could bring down the temperature in a room fast, or heat it up at the same speed. Viktor suspected that something wild and uncontrolled in Storm had been let loose when the instructors had taken him, and now, when he was raging with the need for revenge, that wild broke loose and fed the outside storms.

			Reaper was a wraith coming up behind the first guard. The enemy actually turned his head and looked right at Reaper with his night vision goggles. Viktor had his weapon out and aimed, only just stopping himself from pulling the trigger when the guard looked away. How did Reaper do that? He didn’t talk much so it was impossible to understand how he could get away with the things he did.

			Viktor silently cursed in his native language, wishing he could take back the orders he’d given that morning. Everyone had voted, as they always did, but he should have pulled the plug when they knew it was a trap. It wasn’t that he thought Reaper would be careless—he was never careless. If anything, he was sharper and more aware than ever. He just grew more remote and cold. Reaper couldn’t afford to get any colder.

			Reaper stepped up behind the guard in plain sight of the other two, if only they turned their heads. One sound, one slip and it would be over. Viktor knew Reaper would never make a mistake. He’d always taken Viktor’s back. Always stood for his brothers and sisters. He was quiet about it, but he’d made his first kill to protect a younger boy who later betrayed him. That had been the beginning of Reaper’s slow withdrawal from the others.

			Now there were eighteen of them left. Reaper and Savage still protected them. Still killed for them, but they did so slightly set apart from the others. Viktor understood why it had to be that way, he just didn’t have to like it. Reaper and Savage always understood that if any other betrayal took place, they would have to be the ones to do the killing. They couldn’t afford to hesitate, not if they wanted to keep the others safe.

			Reaper killed by simply shoving his knife through the base of the enemy’s skull, severing the spinal cord. He caught the gun and the body and slowly lowered both to the roof of the building. Viktor couldn’t help but think it was a thing of beauty. Reaper killed with maximum efficiency and minimum fuss. He didn’t threaten. He didn’t posture. Men were afraid of him because he gave off a dangerous, don’t-fuck-with-me vibe. Most of the time he wasn’t even seen until he wanted to be seen. He stayed in the background at Viktor’s back until, like now, he went to work.

			Viktor watched the other two guards carefully. Ice and Storm stayed on the wall, just at the top out of sight, waiting for Reaper’s all clear. Mechanic, once you deal with the fan, you take the guard position. We need a clear path coming out. Nikolaos “Mechanic” Bolotan was Transporter’s older blood brother.

			Affirmative.

			Absinthe and Savage, Mechanic, start your climb.

			The three came up fast and joined him on the roof, staying low to keep the two remaining guards from spotting them.

			Reaper was on the second guard, slowly lowering him to the rooftop. Still the last guard didn’t turn his head. Was Reaper able to will the guard to look in the other direction? If he could, he’d never told any of them of his ability. He moved like the wraith he was, a specter of death, rising up behind the third guard and performing the same ritual, slamming the knife deep into the base of the skull and severing the spinal cord.

			Viktor cursed again as Reaper looked out over the rooftop and called a perfect mimicking cry of an owl missing prey. It was a sound heard at night, not often, but occasionally. The sound was chilling. Ominous. A perfect replica, and yet to Viktor it represented death. Reaper called in the team after he made his kills. He could mimic anything or anyone, just as his brother, Savage, could do.

			The moment the last note died away, the two brothers, Ice and Storm, were over the thick wall and onto the roof with Reaper. Viktor was already in motion, moving fast, running from one roof to the other, Mechanic, Savage and Absinthe right with him. They gained the other roof, staying low to avoid being seen by the men hidden on the ground, waiting for just such a move against the shipment of young girls being brought in from around the country. Ohio. Arizona. California.

			Ice and Storm, crouching low, joined them just above the entry point. The large heavy-bladed fan rotated in fast cycles behind the screen. On the other side of the fan was the same webbing of metal that had to come down before the men could enter the building.

			Mechanic was already there, crouched beside the industrial fan, working on the problem. There was a reason he’d earned the name Mechanic, and it wasn’t the custom bikes and cars he engineered and built. It was his ability to control any kind of metal or electronics. He had been a big part of their survival in the school and even more of a help as he’d learned to control and strengthen his talent.

			Storm had one hand on his brother’s back as he waited for the huge fan to slow and then stop rotating. They had to be fast in order to keep those below from knowing what was happening. To do that, the sound of the fan had to continue. Like a refrigerator running in the background, no one would notice the noise until it stopped. While Mechanic worked to slow and eventually stop the fan, Storm reproduced the sound and projected it throughout the building below them.

			Viktor watched them working together flawlessly, something his brothers had done from the time most of them were young. That ability to seamlessly blend their talents had allowed them to survive the insanity they’d grown up in. The gifts each of them had always astonished him.

			The fan slowed and finally stopped altogether. By that time, Ice already had the screen peeled back and Storm was through, Ice right behind him. He had to get the next screen down as quickly as possible while Mechanic kept the fan from moving. It wasn’t easy and the strain showed. Small beads of sweat trickled down his face, but he stayed locked in place while Ice and Storm dispensed with the second screen.

			The other men went through fast, Viktor bringing up the rear, waiting to ensure Reaper, the last man, made it through safely as well. Mechanic would stay behind and guard the roof, making certain they had a way to retreat if needed. The moment Viktor stepped into the long attic, behind him, the fan began rotating again.
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			MASKS. Make certain sleeves are down to cover all identifying marks. Keep gloves on, you know the drill. Viktor gave the order. They didn’t bother to slick over their fingers for jobs like this; gloves sufficed. The idea was to get in and get out fast. A lightning strike and then they became phantoms.

			He waited while the others moved like silent wraiths along the beams above the dirty rooms housing the women. They’d done this often enough that it was a pattern they knew well and performed efficiently. They always took the individual cubicles first. They had to be quiet and trust that the girls would remain silent. Then they wiped out the hall monitors. The training room was next and after that, they took out as many of the johns waiting in line before they slipped away.

			He used hand signals and his men spread out. Each took one of the small rooms. They weren’t really rooms, just makeshift cubicles with four walls and an open ceiling. The Swords club carried the guts of the cubicles in a large truck that went from site to site. They could put up and take down the flimsy walls in a matter of an hour. Their operation was moved nightly, the word going out on the Internet, or if the customers were regular, through texts, just an address.

			He gave the signal, and each man disappeared into one of the small, rectangular rooms. He dropped down behind his target, slamming his knife deep into the base of the skull and wrenching the body off the girl almost simultaneously. Her eyes went wide and her mouth opened. He put his hand over it and shook his head. “We’re going to get you out of here.”

			He waited until that sank in. For a moment hope dawned, and then she shook her head. “They have men waiting for you to show up. They talk about it all the time.” She kept her voice low. “We never thought you’d come.”

			So the word had spread even to the women. That made his job easier. Sometimes it was difficult to persuade the girls they were free. Of course, he always called the police anonymously, but that was always a crapshoot. The Swords had money, more money than any club out there, including his, although his genius treasurer had been siphoning money into the Torpedo Ink accounts for the last four years and by the time this was done, they would have Evan’s money.

			“Stay quiet. I’ll come get you when it’s over.” He waited for her nod before leaping up to grasp the edge of the thin boards forming the wall so he could pull himself up into the rafters.

			Walking along the beam, he saw that his team had been busy. He dropped a second time and then a third before they had succeeded in freeing the women in the cubicles. The hallway was always the most dangerous point. They’d wiped out the enemy in under two minutes inside the cubicles, but at any moment, one of the men guarding the halls could check on the women. They had to work even faster.

			Each team member indicated which of the guards they would take in the halls. They were two men down, with Transporter guarding the front entrance and Mechanic their way out. Two men were left. Reaper and Savage indicated they would take the extra men. Viktor wasn’t surprised. They were lightning fast. He also wasn’t in the least shocked that the men they chose were close to the target he had chosen. Reaper always had his back.

			Viktor ran lightly along the beam, waited, poised and ready right over his target. He gave the signal when they were all in place and as one single unit they dropped down behind the enemy, knives severing spinal columns right at the base of the neck. Viktor spun toward the two extra men Reaper and Savage had taken, but both were already falling, almost in slow motion.

			Crouching low, Viktor jumped for the edge of the wall, drew himself up and ran along the beam back toward the training room, his stomach in tight, hard knots. The rage slowly burning in his belly began to churn and roil. He loathed seeing the young women so beat down they didn’t move when man after man was brought in, but the training, the rapes and beatings, always threw him back to his childhood. If he could have, he would have wiped every member of the Swords from the face of the earth.

			Viktor. Absinthe touched his arm, stopping him. Let us this time. You always take the training room.

			Viktor didn’t respond. He couldn’t. There was no way he would stay behind while the others risked their lives to do the very thing he had vowed to do—stop Evan Shackler-Gratsos from selling women and children. Reaper and Savage took up positions on either side of him.

			Viktor peered down at the scene taking place in the room below. In spite of the fact that the Swords were expecting trouble, they were still training the new girls. Training equaled beating, raping and intimidating them over and over. He had seen the scenario played out again and again, and by now he felt he should be immune to all emotion, or at the very least numb to it, but he wasn’t. The sight not only made him sick to his stomach, but that slow, burning rage in his belly blossomed into a churning storm.

			Viktor couldn’t stand to see the bruised, swollen faces of the young girls, or the hopeless, vacant look in their eyes as they lay waiting for the next faceless man to use them and then leave them to their fate. For a moment he closed his eyes against the sight, and immediately he was flooded with images from his childhood, that same hopeless look on so many faces. The rage went from a fiery inferno to a full-blown volcanic fury.

			He didn’t look at the men with him. He couldn’t. Like him, they would have nightmares. Like him, he knew somewhere inside of them was the same fury toward the kind of human beings who could commit these types of violent acts against children, and young men and women.

			Seven young girls somewhere between the ages of eleven and fifteen lay on dirty mattresses in the corner, crying softly, trying to muffle the sounds while a four-man team assaulted an eighth girl. That girl looked like a baby to him, a girl no more than eleven or younger. She had fought, but there was no fight left in her. None. Still, that didn’t save her; the men surrounding her didn’t let up.

			All of the girls showed signs of beatings and rape. There was shock in their eyes, on their faces, and most looked hopeless already. Three were fighters, and one in particular looked as if she’d tried several times to stop the assault on the girl they were “training.” Even as he watched, she tried again and was beaten back with fists. When she went down, one man kicked her hard in the stomach and Viktor winced for her, his gaze narrowing on the man as he went back to join the others raping the youngest girl.

			Viktor, Reaper, Savage and Absinthe dropped fast, directly behind the enemy, while Ice and Storm covered them from above. The man Viktor had selected as his target must have seen the flare of hope or shock in the eyes of his victim, because he started to turn. His jeans were down around his ankles and he tripped, falling into the man next to him. Before he could make a sound, Viktor slammed his knife right through the man’s throat and then withdrew the blade and slashed the jugular on either side. Savage put his finger to his lips, facing the girls. Still, two of the younger ones cried out. One girl, the fighter, hastily crawled to them and put a hand over their mouths.

			“We’ll get you out of here,” Viktor assured. “We have to get rid of the ones guarding the place. Keep them quiet and wait for someone to give you the all clear. You understand?” His hands were gentle as he pulled the young girl out from under the four dead men and carried her to the girl who had fight left in her.

			“Zoe,” the fighter whispered, tears in her eyes. She cradled the young girl to her, rocking her gently back and forth. Zoe didn’t respond. Clearly she’d withdrawn in her mind to another place. Viktor had seen it happen too many times.

			“Take care of her. All of you stay very quiet and try not to look at the dead men.”

			The little fighter nodded. Viktor made a mental note to check on her later, just to make certain she’d made it out. “What’s your name?”

			She lifted her chin, knowing what he saw, knowing he knew what these men had done to all of them. “Darby. Darby Henessy.”

			“Hang in there, we’ll get you out.” He hated leaving them, he always did. But he couldn’t save the world, he could only do his best. He’d freed them and it was up to them to put their lives back together. It wouldn’t be easy. He knew that better than most.

			Once more they took to the rafters, easily running along them back toward their entry point. It’s done, he informed both Mechanic and Transporter.

			Mechanic immediately slowed the fan until it halted, this time not bothering to mimic the noise. Anyone inside who would have been a problem was already dead. They had taken out the entire operation in just under five minutes. Mechanic had their rifles and he tossed them to each team member as they came through. They ran along the rooftop, positioning themselves for the best coverage, tearing off their masks for better vision as they did so.

			They opened fire, each selecting a target, going for the remaining Sword members first and then any of the men waiting in line stupid enough to stay. Each shot was a kill shot. They didn’t waste bullets. As far as Viktor and the others were concerned, the men buying the young girls were as guilty as those selling them. They saw the condition of the girls, their ages, the bruising and lacerations, and yet they did nothing to help them.

			Now they had only minutes to get the girls free and clear of the area. In spite of the dead bodies, or maybe because of them, any survivors managing to run and get away never called the police, but Viktor didn’t take chances with his men.

			Alena, you’re up. Wear a mask and make certain you’re covered completely.

			He saw Alena striding fast toward the warehouse doors, stepping over dead bodies as she went. She was tall and curvy, and as a rule, her hair was a glossy mess of thick platinum waves, wild just like her brothers’. Alena was one of their greatest assets and rode with the Sword club as his old lady. Ice and Storm watched over her like a hawk, although the other Torpedo Ink club members, Viktor included, were almost as bad. She shrugged off their protection, but took their respect and admiration as her due.

			The moment Alena stepped out into the open, they all went hyperalert, scanning every possible place of concealment for a stray Swords member who might take it in his head to shoot her. Transporter followed her, his back to hers, in perfect sync with her in spite of walking backward. An automatic was cradled in his arms. His body was wider and taller than Alena’s, blocking her from any attack from the back.

			She pushed a body aside with the toe of her boot and stepped inside. It would only take minutes for her to calm the girls and lead them out. She would caution them not to talk about their rescuers and insist they didn’t see them. They could say they wore hoods, but there was nothing else to be said. When the girls came out, wading through the dead bodies, it was Darby helping to lead and calm them. She did so carrying the youngest girl, Zoe. Viktor made the call to the police and they disappeared quickly, leaving the area fast before any Swords member or the police might get there.

			They were playing poker in the motel room where Viktor was staying when their chapter president burst in with two other Swords members. They wore their cuts, the dripping sword across the center of the back and the name of their club on the top rocker. The bottom rocker proclaimed they were from a chapter in New Orleans, Louisiana. Viktor had made certain to join the chapter Evan had originally been part of.

			“Have you heard, Czar?” Habit demanded.

			Viktor turned his head slowly. He’d built up his reputation, a man not upset by much. He was casual until he wasn’t, and then no one wanted in his way. “Heard what?”

			“Two more of our chapters got hit and half the men are dead.”

			Viktor sat back in his chair. “It has to be another club, Habit. Someone wants to take over the trafficking business. Who would step into the Swords’ shoes if we were weakened?”

			Habit toed a chair around and straddled it. “I hate being away from our clubhouse and our own territory. I don’t know why Evan couldn’t have asked one of the other chapters closer to home to do his work for him.”

			Viktor shrugged, keeping it very casual, as if the entire conversation bored him and he didn’t have a preference one way or the other. “Seems to me, I can understand it. He started in the Louisiana chapter, and that’s where the feud with Jackson Deveau started. He wants to end it himself with us, not some other chapter.”

			Habit nodded several times, glanced at the others in the room, and Viktor immediately jerked his head toward the door. The others seated around the table put the cards down without a word and left the room, closing the door behind them.

			Habit smiled and shook his head. “You do that so easily, as if you were born to take command. I should feel threatened by you, but I don’t. You never seem to want to move up from where you are right now.”

			Viktor had been careful to study Evan and in doing so he realized the man would want revenge on Jackson Deveau, not because the man had ever done anything to him, but because Evan, as a teenager, had made the young Deveau and his mother the monsters in the closet. In Evan’s mind, the two had kept Jackson Deveau Sr. from loving his mother and him. From choosing them.

			Jackson Deveau Sr. rode with the Swords way back. He had a wife and son he loved, but then his wife became ill with cancer. He couldn’t stand watching her fade away, so he rode with his club and eventually Evan’s mother and Evan rode with him as if they were his. It was that simple. Nothing huge. No one big event had started Evan on his path to such hatred that he rotted from the inside out with it. Deveau Sr. continued to visit his wife and child in the bayous, and never divorced her, never fully committed to Evan and his mother. Evan believed Deveau Sr. had chosen the other two over him.

			“Never wanted to be the president,” Viktor said. “Not my thing.” He’d been “Czar,” the president of his club, Torpedo Ink, almost from the time he was ten. Back then, they hadn’t known they would ride motorcycles to feel the wind on their faces, in order just to feel alive—to feel free for one small moment in time. He would always be the president to his men, the man they followed, whether he wanted it or not.

			Evan would feel in competition with any chapter president and he would feel as if he had to prove he was in charge. Viktor was an enforcer, high enough that Evan would take notice, but not in a position to threaten him. He had worked his way up through the ranks from prospect to enforcer in record time for the Swords club, making himself indispensable to Habit without threatening his position either. He’d brought fifteen other prospects in, good men who aided the chapter in everything from gun running to carrying out assassinations, but all steadfastly refused to participate in human trafficking. They were too valuable at other things, so Habit let it go.

			Habit rubbed his jaw. “Evan is paranoid. Stark, raving mad.” He glanced around as if someone might overhear him. “He detests women, and he always wants everyone around him to agree with him. I’ve seen him take out a gun and shoot a trusted lieutenant because the man didn’t say yes fast enough. I’m talking someone he’s known for years. The more money and power he got, the worse he got. When he moved up to international president, something in him snapped. He got so paranoid, he got rid of his most trusted men, and by that I mean he put them in the ground because they knew his secrets. He told everyone he’d uncovered a conspiracy against him, but we all knew he was full of shit.”

			Viktor didn’t say a word. He knew all that. He’d studied everything there was to know about Evan before he ever joined the Louisiana chapter.

			“I’m telling you this because you’re the kind of man who’s going to draw his attention, and, Czar, you don’t want his attention. You have a thing about your old lady. Alena’s beautiful, and he’ll want her. He wants a woman in the club, she’s his. He doesn’t care if she’s an old lady or one of the club whores. He’ll take her, and he’s rough. Mean. The women don’t come back the same. Sometimes they don’t come back at all. He’s been in Europe, so we haven’t had the problem here, but if he’s coming for real, and it looks as if he is, Alena will be on his radar.”

			Viktor stared at Habit without blinking. “Man tries to take my woman, he’s dead, Habit. You know that. I made that perfectly clear. Same goes for Lana. Not that either of them need protection. You haven’t seen them in action, but they’re good old ladies. They don’t talk about club business, and they can and will defend us.”

			“That won’t matter to Evan.” Habit looked agitated, sweeping a hand through his salt-and-pepper hair. “I’m telling you, you can’t reason with him. He uses the women for drug running and sex. That’s it. Period. As far as he’s concerned, they don’t have very many other uses. As your friend, I’m telling you to stash the two women somewhere, just until he’s gone. He won’t stay long. He’s already asked for our club to scout this Deveau character out, not touch him, but find a place the club can hole up until Evan shows. He wants to kill the fucker himself, and then he’ll disappear again. He’s never around more than a day or two.”

			Viktor almost felt sorry for the man. Almost. Habit ran the chapter by the rules Evan laid down, and that meant they enslaved young girls and even some boys. Viktor had hit their own chapter once, but couldn’t do it more than that or it would draw suspicion on his crew. He’d waited until he had been sent on a particularly dangerous mission and he’d taken several of his crew with him. They’d carried out the assassinations in record time and hit the mobile whorehouse hard, taking out as many of the men as they could and freeing the women.

			Habit had gone crazy, roaring with rage at the loss of his men and demanding Viktor and the others help him build up the stables fast so Evan wouldn’t turn his spotlight on them. Viktor had just looked at him with cool eyes and slowly shaken his head. He would do any other kind of work for Habit, but not that. Habit had stormed out, but he left Viktor and the others alone because they were too valuable to him, especially when a good number of his members had died.

			“Why don’t you just kill him?” Viktor asked, as if it were normal to kill anyone you didn’t like—and for him, it was. Killing had become too easy. Too routine. That should bother him. It didn’t.

			“He’s got some kind of weird . . .” Habit trailed off and looked around again as if Evan might have eyes and ears on them right there in the motel room.

			Viktor didn’t change expression but he felt the way the adrenaline tried to rush through his veins. At last. The one thing he couldn’t find out about. Evan Shackler-Gratsos had some kind of psychic talent. His brother, Stavros Gratsos, the deceased shipping magnate, certainly had a strong psychic talent. Viktor believed most people did, they just weren’t really aware of it or didn’t believe in it. They paid no attention to the fact that they were aware the phone was going to ring, or they had a bad feeling a child was in trouble.

			People didn’t believe in psychic talent, so it didn’t exist. He knew it did. Each of his fellow students at the school he’d attended in Russia had possessed a talent in some form, large or small. They’d worked on those talents night and day to strengthen them, not where the school’s vicious instructors could see, but when they were locked up in the dark basement and would have gone mad without keeping their minds occupied and strong.

			Viktor waited patiently, not tipping his hand or appearing eager. Habit wanted to share. He was afraid of Evan, and even more afraid that he might lose Viktor to Evan. Viktor had become important to him.

			“He’s scary with the things he can do. I’ve seen him make people do things they wouldn’t ever do, just by staring at them. He can do things to people, make them believe things. One of the men made him angry and the next thing, the poor fucker was tearing off his own skin thinking spiders were crawling all over him. They weren’t, but he wouldn’t believe it. In the end, Evan just shot him, laughing the entire time.”

			“What’s he got against Deveau? Why come all the way to the United States for a sheriff’s deputy? Just hire a hit. Hell. I could do it myself.”

			“He’s had a hard-on for Deveau for years. He got drunk once and ranted and raved about him and his old man. How the old man didn’t want Evan and his whore of a mother. I swear, that’s what he called her. A whore. Said she was worthless, just wanted Deveau and wouldn’t even stay clean for her son when Deveau wouldn’t keep her. He hated her. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone told me he’d killed her. I think she drowned. Maybe she threw herself in the lake to get away from him. For all I know he was whoring her out for the club and then blamed her. I wouldn’t put it past him. He’s sick, Czar, seriously, certifiably insane. His half brother died and left him a shit ton of money, more than most countries have, so he’s untouchable.”

			Viktor shrugged casually. “No one’s untouchable. Still, you say stash my woman, I will, and I’ll give Ice the heads-up as well. He wouldn’t appreciate anyone touching his old lady any more than I would.”

			“I have to admit, when we have a blowout, those two can cook.”

			The two women could do a lot more than cook, but Viktor wasn’t about to clue Habit in. If Evan managed to get his hands on either of them, he’d be in for the shock of his life.

			“Evan asked me to pick seven of my best men to scout out Sea Haven and find a place to stay. He wants all the details on Deveau and his wife, Elle.”

			Viktor managed to look bored because he was. “We went over that. I chose seven men to ride with me. I was careful not to take anyone involved in our main business. I know you need them.” Human trafficking. Sometimes the rage welled up so strong he wanted to burn the club to the ground. The problem was, it was so big, cutting off the head only meant it would grow another one. That didn’t mean he wasn’t ambitious enough to try to take it all down. He was doing that, just using another means.

			He’d made a few mistakes in the beginning, thinking to get close to Evan, kill him and get back to his wife. It hadn’t been that easy. Evan was so paranoid, it was impossible to track him. Investigating him showed no law enforcement agency had gone untouched by him. He owned far too many cops, everyone from Interpol to officers in various countries. Evan Shackler-Gratsos the shipping magnate did, not Evan Shackler-Gratsos the international president of the notorious and feared Swords motorcycle club.

			He couldn’t bring down the shipping magnate, but there was a very good possibility that he could get the international president of the club. The chapters, all over the world, brought in tremendous amounts of money. Each kept their own books, but they answered to Evan. That meant he had books.

			Evan had enough money to have the best in software to keep out hackers, but most hackers weren’t Luca “Code” Litvin, another one of his schoolmates, a brother whose skills were extremely important. He had a little psychic ability of his own. Data flowed from machines to his mind. Code was always low-key and stayed off the radar, but he was the Torpedo Ink treasurer for a reason. For the last four years he had been on the trail of the Swords’ money, going from computer to computer. They needed irrefutable evidence, so much so that no law enforcement agency could ignore it. Viktor would kill Evan, and Code would bring down his private army—the Swords.

			Code was close. He was moving through the Swords club, chapter by chapter, getting information from the real books, not the ones given to the feds every time they tried to take the club down. He had compiled a great deal of information, concentrating on the human trafficking component, but encompassing all of their activities.

			“Thanks, Czar,” Habit said. “We’re nowhere near bringing in what Evan insists on. The club is giving up its take just to satisfy him. He doesn’t care about the trouble just so long as the money keeps pouring in. I’ve stepped up the drug trade to bankroll us again. He pulled us out of Louisiana, how the hell does he think I can build the business back up again? I got men there, overseeing things, but they can’t exactly go recruit.”

			Recruiting was a joke of a word. They used every means possible to get young girls. Luring them on the Internet, at bus stations and airports, kidnapping them from malls and using drugs and any other scheme they could think of. It wasn’t that difficult. If any member had teenage daughters, they set up friends to be brought in, and some of the daughters themselves had been used.

			“Things will get back to normal fast when we’re done with this,” Viktor assured. “You said yourself he never stays in one place more than a couple of days. I’ll scope things out, make my report, back his play when he takes out the cop, and we’ll be free to go home.”

			He’d be free to go home. His wife was home. Blythe Daniels Prakenskii. He missed her with every breath he drew. She’d been so unexpected. He couldn’t think of a better word. He had been tracking a notorious pedophile, a man who had set up an international organization for other pedophiles to post pictures, share children and buy and sell. The man used women as cover, was charming, rich, and moved in social circles. He had targeted Blythe’s mother for his cover in the United States. He’d courted and married her, as he often did. He was a widower for a reason.

			Blythe was Viktor’s in. He’d arranged a casual meeting and swept her off her feet. He was good with women. He knew exactly how to read them and what they wanted and needed. He was good at providing. Blythe turned the tables on him. She was genuine. Sweet. Protective. Nurturing. Everything he’d never had and didn’t know he needed or wanted. It was impossible not to love her.

			He hadn’t known that kind of
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