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      Viktor Romanov had killed a lot of men in his life.

      And in just a few moments, he would kill one more. What’s another life to extinguish at this point? Viktor saw it no more as entertainment.

      Viktor raised his shot of vodka into the air, the harsh glow of the single bulb tethered to the basement ceiling adding an ominous shadow to his heavily tattooed torso.

      The tattoos made him appear like a monster more than a man. Violent knife wounds and scarred-over bullet holes covered up by drawings of snakes, bears, and Cyrillic letters and symbols, all designed to make a definitive statement: he was someone you didn’t want to cross.

      In front of him was a man in a pink button-up shirt that was soaked through with sweat, not from exercise or the heat, but fear for his life.

      “Can we kill him now?” a man said to Viktor in Russian. Another tattooed monster with a square jaw and huge muscles, a few inches taller than Viktor, with a smile on his face that said he enjoyed the act of torturing a man immensely.

      The huge Russian reached for the bottle of vodka resting on a rusted barrel. He tipped it up and swigged it like it was water until it was empty.

      “We can,” Viktor replied. “Or this pig can suffer a little bit longer.”

      A shudder traveled up the spine of the captive as he saw two other Russians enjoying the show and throwing alcohol down their hatches.

      “Give me a name,” Viktor said in English laced with a thick and forbidding accent. “And you’ll live.”

      The captive, a youthful man in his thirties, shook his bruised and bloodied head. “If I tell you, you’re just going to kill me anyway.”

      Viktor smirked. “You know”—he waved a finger at the man in the chair. “You’re absolutely right. I probably will.”

      Viktor and his cronies laughed as he moved over to a toolbox resting on the floor in the corner and removed a rusty pair of pliers. The captive trembled like there was ice water in his veins. “Hey, man,” he said with a blood-caked smile. “Y-you—you don’t have to do that.”

      Viktor tsked. “You don’t answer my questions when I ask them. You sit here and choose to bleed instead of taking the easy way out.” Viktor waved the pliers in front of the man’s face, teasing him. Testing him. “I want to know about your friends at the FBI.” He looked directly into the captive’s eyes. “Agent Winslow.”

      Special Agent Michael Winslow continued to shake with uncontrollable fear, his body on the verge of going into shock as he attempted to free himself from the inescapable notion that he was experiencing the last few minutes of his life. “Please,” he said. “You don’t have to do this.”

      Viktor snapped the pliers open and shut. “Tell me the name of your superiors.”

      Winslow shut his eyes and shook his head. “I can’t,” he said through sputtered breaths. “I won’t…”

      Viktor sighed, clearly irritated, gripped the pliers with a tight fist, and targeted Winslow’s fingernails. “So be it.” He clamped onto the right index finger and yanked with a strong, quick jerk.

      A bloodcurdling scream came from Winslow’s throat, and it continued as some disturbing things were performed on his flesh and appendages for what seemed to him like an eternity.

      “Miranda Stone.” Winslow finally couldn’t take it any longer. “She’s my superior. That’s who you want.”

      Viktor smiled, his face peppered, like ghoulish freckles, with droplets of Winslow’s blood. He patted Winslow on the cheek. “Thank you.”

      Viktor held a hand out. One of his goons slapped a silver-plated Colt .45 with a pearl handle in his palm as Winslow bobbed his blood-soaked head and eagerly awaited his release from all the pain.

      “You die knowing that Stone will die next,” Viktor said.

      The last thing Winslow saw was a bright white light.
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        * * *

      

      Detective Edgar Vincent was finalizing plans with his daughter for their Christmas vacation in Big Bear. Claire was speaking at a rapid-fire pace as she discussed everything they’d be doing over the next three days.

      “We have to check into our cabin by twelve at the latest,” she said. “Otherwise we’ll miss the guy that’s supposed to give us the key.”

      “Okay,” Vincent responded, trying to put away the latest in a never-ending pile of case files scattered on his desk in the Hollow Green station. “So what time should we head out from the hotel?”

      “Well, you get in at ten tonight,” Claire said. “And I figured we could hang out a little bit around Burbank in the morning, but we should still leave by eight at the latest.”

      Vincent shut off his desk lamp and went to grab his coat. “Sounds like a plan.” He stuffed one arm into his sleeve. “I’m heading out the door now.”

      “Fantastic! Okay, Dad, I gotta pack the last of my stuff. I’ll see you soon!”

      “See you soon, Claire Bear.”

      “Adios.”

      “Adios, amiga.”

      Vincent allowed himself a moment to decompress from a long day’s work. He was feeling sore and tired. He wondered if the job was getting the best of him.

      He grabbed the keys and made a move for the door, desperate for some R&R and much-needed time with his daughter.

      Two steps into his exit, his cell phone rang. He had the suspicion it meant that he wasn’t going to make it. At least not on time. And he would have to call Claire to tell her he was going to be late…again.

      “This is Vincent,” he said, the phone to his ear.

      “How close were you to leaving?” The familiar voice of Miranda was on the other end of the line.

      Vincent was both intrigued and perturbed. “I barely made it three feet from my desk.” He looked in the direction of his chair. “I take it this isn’t a social call.”

      “Not in the slightest.”

      Vincent knew then it was probably best if he sat down again. “How are you, Special Agent Stone?”

      “I’ve had better nights,” she said.

      “Care to tell me why?”

      “Yeah. I can give you about ten reasons. Each one of them a Russian gangster with a hard-on for murdering people. The messier, the better, from what I’ve heard.”

      Vincent perched forward, resting his elbows on his desk. “Sounds foreboding.”

      “Very. And we just received the body of the undercover agent working on this very case, which makes it all the more foreboding.”

      Vincent squinted as his stomach rolled and memories from his past rose and came to light. “I’m sorry to hear that. So where does calling me up come into play?”

      “You worked undercover for the DEA ten years ago.”

      Vincent paused.

      “How do you know about that?” he asked, his voice a bit strained.

      “I can walk you through it over the phone, or you can catch a ride to the South Side office, and I’ll tell you all about it in person.”

      Vincent tapped his finger against his desk. Agent Stone remained silent as he contemplated his answer for several long moments. “I’ll be there soon. There’s something important I need to do. After that, I’m all yours.”

      “Copy that.”

      What Vincent needed to do was call Claire and break the news. Big Bear was a bust, like many trips they’d planned before this. He didn’t want to make the call, and she wasn’t going to like it.
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      After flashing his badge and signing in with the front desk outside the field office, Vincent was escorted inside by a stoic female agent and taken through a work area lined with tables, phones, paperwork, and computers, but only a single agent working in the corner behind a massive pile of papers.

      They turned left, and the agent who escorted him in knocked on a door with a plaque reading, Miranda Stone, Special Agent in Charge.

      “Come in.”

      As Vincent walked inside, he saw Agent Stone composed and calmly leafing through a case file on her desk. Her hair was frazzled, and her navy-blue suit looked as if it had a couple of days of wear.

      She looked up. “Vincent,” she said, sounding relieved.

      He pointed to the chaos on her desk. “You look a little flustered there, Agent Stone. Maybe you should take a five or some much-needed R&R.”

      Stone motioned to the other agent. “That’ll be all, Agent Riley.”

      The agent left the room, closing the door behind her, as Vincent slipped into the chair across from Stone’s desk. “You’re all business.”

      Stone huffed then shook her head. “I’ve yelled at more people on the phone in the past few days than I care to count.”

      “I can hear it. You sound a little hoarse.”

      “Comes with the territory. And so does dying on the job, apparently.” Stone rubbed the back of her neck. “I don’t know where to start, Vincent,” she said, gaze wandering and focusing on nothing. “I’ve stepped in a pretty big pile of shit here.”

      Vincent gave her a moment as Stone steadily slouched into her chair. “What’s going on?”

      Stone turned her head and drew an exhausted breath. “I’ll keep it simple. We were working to take down a Russian gang. We sent a man in undercover to dig up some dirt, he got caught, and then maybe gave up some information, I don’t know. But what I do know is they hacked my computer.”

      Vincent noticed that there wasn’t a shred of any electronic equipment on her desk. “Are you serious?”

      “Deadly. I’ve had my tech guys do a sweep of the entire building. I displaced some personnel, swapped some others out to other locations, and only kept a skeleton crew of my most trusted agents. I’ll keep making changes until I’m positive things are secure. These Russians can be tricky when it comes to hacking.”

      Vincent looked around the room. “Should we even be talking in here, then?”

      “If there’s one place I’m sure that’s clean now, it’s this office.”

      Vincent relaxed. “Okay, so, like I asked you before, what does this have to do with me?”

      Stone leaned back in her chair. “The op against the Russians was a joint operation with the DEA. They were smuggling guns into New Mexico, where a couple of DEA agents were killed during a raid. Turns out we, the FBI, were working on the same crew but over a prostitution ring they were running here in Chicago. After we sent our guy in and began working on the case, two days later, our guys get killed. When I said his body was sent to us, I should have specified that it was not entirely intact.”

      Vincent didn’t even flinch. “Who was in charge on the DEA side?”

      “Guy named Kosinski,” Stone said.

      Vincent closed his eyes and sat back hard in his chair.

      Holland?

      Son. Of. A. Bitch.

      “That’s how you heard that I’d worked for the DEA,” Vincent said.

      Stone’s silence confirmed everything.

      “What did he tell you?” Vincent asked.

      “That you volunteered to go undercover for them when you were working in the city,” Stone said. “That you did a good job, and if anyone could go in undetected and take these guys down, it was you.”

      “Why not get an agent to go undercover? Someone with more training and experience than me?”

      “Because both of our organizations have been compromised. We don’t know how they did it, but these Russians hacked into our case files and got the names of all our agents. Those currently undercover were exposed, so we’re screwed. We can’t send any of our people in, so you are our best option at the moment.”

      Vincent sighed and hung his head, rubbing the stubble on his chin as he thought back to the time he raised his hand in a meeting at the Chicago PD and went toe to toe with leaders of an underworld crime syndicate for six weeks afterward. “Holland knew those files were sealed. That case was never supposed to be brought to light.”

      “Which is what makes you the ideal candidate.” Stone perched forward. “Don’t you see? You worked with these guys before. You can get in close to them. The fact that you went undercover, and those files were buried afterward, gives you an advantage.”

      “I don't think it's as easy as that. I haven't seen these guys in ten years. I'd have to come up with a pretty good excuse for my absence. After that, I’d have to prove myself to those thugs to earn their trust back and find out even a shred of what they’ve got going on. Who’s this gang?”

      Stone grabbed some paperwork and handed it over. “You’ve run with one of them before.”

      Vincent’s blood ran cold when he turned a page on the file and saw the mug shot of a burly and tattooed bastard that he had once despised rubbing shoulders with. “Viktor.”

      “We know he killed our agent,” Stone said. “And he’s also responsible for a prostitution ring enslaving women and children as young as six years old. He’s a fucking animal and needs to be stopped.”

      Vincent closed the file and tossed it on the desk. If he could only be as good of a father as he was at solving cases.

      What I wouldn’t do to be in Big Bear with you now, Claire Bear.

      “This is just a conversation,” Stone said. “You’re not obligated to do or commit to anything, but we are working against the clock here. We only have three days to take these guys down.”

      Vincent arched an eyebrow. “What happens in three days?”

      Stone sighed heavily. “There are ten girls they plan on shipping somewhere. But our agent died before he could find out where to and where from. All we have is time; the rest is unknown.”

      Vincent said nothing. But the fury inside him was beginning to boil.

      “We need you,” Stone said solemnly. “And I find it fortuitous that it’s you. We’ve known each other a while now. We’ve done plenty of favors for one another.” She drew a breath. “And now I’m asking for the mother of all favors. Lives are at stake here, Vincent, and you’re the best shot at saving them. Period.”

      The informal request hung on Vincent’s shoulders for a solid minute. The prospect of innocent lives being destroyed—and the fact that it would most likely be done at the hands at one of the most brutal and savage men he had ever crossed paths with—drove the nail straight into Vincent’s penchant and drive for justice, for doing the right thing.

      Knowing where his destiny was leading him, Vincent took a breath. “What do I have to do?”
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      Stone walked with Vincent to her car in the parking garage and took a drive over to a hotel room on the outskirts of the South Side. The L-train ran over their heads with the screeching of metal on metal as Stone parked outside a three-story brick building and led Vincent inside. Darkness engulfed the Windy City as the cretins burrowed in its underbelly began to creep out from under their rocks.

      “Quite the four-star accommodations you’ve booked.” Vincent looked around at the peeling wallpaper and the vacant front desk.

      Stone said nothing as she ascended the stairs and took Vincent to the last door on the left in the cramped hallway painted a faded lime.

      Stone knocked twice on the door, footsteps shuffled, and from behind it, they heard someone call out, “Who is it?”

      “It’s Stone. Open up.”

      There was a slide of a bolt, and the door opened. Vincent and Stone entered a cramped room with six agents and a pile of equipment.

      Wires hung from the computers mounted on top of a foldable poker table. Radios and equipment were stacked on a shelf. And it looked as if the only place to sleep was the couch.

      One of the agents, an older gentleman with a snow-white mustache, approached Vincent. “Long time,” he said, the leathery quality of his skin the same consistency as when Vincent last saw him ten years ago.

      Vincent came toe to toe with Leatherface, sneered, and punched the guy square in the jaw.

      The room exploded into chaos as confused agents rushed to his side; no one really sure how they should react.

      “Vincent!” Stone said, grabbing him by the arm. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      Vincent shook her off. “Trust me; these assholes got more than a few of these coming.”

      Leatherface rubbed his jaw and waved the other agents off.

      “You’ve got a lot of stones digging up my past, Kosinski,” Vincent said. “You pulled my old file? Where the hell do you get off pulling a stunt like that?”

      Leatherface/Kosinski seemed only slightly fazed by the punch. “Desperate times, slick,” he said with a Southern twang. “I wouldn’t be callin’ you if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

      Vincent pointed a finger, ready to pop the guy again. “What we did together was never supposed to be brought up again.”

      Kosinski looked over Vincent’s shoulder at the door. “Let’s talk outside, yeah? This is sensitive information you’re spilling on the floor.”

      “Hell if I care. You had the nerve to use it to get me here in the first place.”

      Kosinski leaned in. “Then you know damn well you shouldn’t say another word unless you want us both to land up on the other side of the visitor's glass. You catching my drift, ace?”

      Vincent looked away, perturbed. “Lead the way.”

      Kosinski opened the door and walked out into the hallway, Vincent and Stone following him.

      “Look,” Stone said, “I don’t care about whatever qualms you two have with one another. Whatever it is you two are talking about needs to be squashed for now.”

      “What did you tell her, Kosinski?” Vincent asked. “How much does she know about that case? The one you recruited me for.”

      “Nothing,” Kosinski responded. “I only mentioned you for this job; that’s it. Agent Stone here was more than inclined when I dropped your name, being that you two are already acquainted.”

      “And I don’t need to know any more than that. All of us are aware of what’s at stake here,” Stone said. “Lives are on the line, gentleman.”

      Kosinski looked at Vincent. “And you need to decide if you’re on board or not. We don’t have time to be diggin’ through the past like this.”

      Vincent shook his head, still hung up on his negative feelings toward Kosinski. “Working for the DEA has really scrambled your circuits, Kosinski. You jeopardized my life with that case.”

      “We caught the bad guy, didn’t we?”

      “At the cost of my sanity and my marriage, you prick.”

      “That’s enough!” Stone said, wedging herself between both men. “Vincent, you need to decide here and now if you’re doing this. Whatever this rift is with you guys can be dealt with after those girls are brought back alive. After that, you can have a knife fight in a dark and seedy alley for all I care.”

      Time passed, and cooler heads prevailed.

      Finally.

      Vincent gestured to the room, and the trio headed back inside. “You’re trying to take down Viktor and his gang. And rescue these missing girls. Am I tracking everything so far?”

      “So far, yeah,” Kosinski said.

      “And there’s three days on the clock.”

      “You got it, ace.”

      “So where’s Viktor? How do I find him? What’s my angle?”

      Kosinski produced a book of matches and tossed it to Vincent. Vincent caught it with one hand and looked at the black booklet.

      The Comrade.

      Vincent was two steps shy of losing it again. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      Kosinski nodded. “Viktor still owns that bar. Fifty percent of his business is conducted from the back room.”

      Vincent held the matches up to Stone. “This is where my undercover gig with Kosinski here started.”

      “I can’t tell you much about it,” Kosinski said to Stone, “but Vincent was sent in for a joint operation with Chicago PD and my people to take down Viktor’s gang. And it worked.”

      “Yeah,” Vincent added. “Save for the part where we were supposed to take down Viktor.”

      “He dodged the charges.” Kosinski looked at Stone again. “But we did nail ninety percent of his crew. Teaming up with the FBI the past few months has been attempt number two at taking Viktor himself down, which you well know by now.”

      Vincent tossed the matches back to Kosinski. “And you want to use my old alias to get on the inside with Viktor.”

      Kosinski smirked and flipped the matchbook like a coin. “You got it, buster.”

      “What was your alias?” Stone asked Vincent. “What were you doing for Viktor?”

      “Running guns,” Vincent said. “I got out from being undercover a month before Viktor’s crew got busted. Kosinski made it look like I had been arrested.”

      “Which makes Vincent’s cover airtight,” Kosinski said. “And that’s exactly what we need right now.”

      Vincent walked toward one of the agents at the computer who had pulled up a dossier on Viktor. “How do you know Viktor will even let me in the front door?”

      “Because he killed the guy who was running guns for him last week,” Stone said. “We just can’t prove it.”

      Vincent smirked. “Viktor does have a knack for that.” He skimmed Viktor’s dossier on the monitor and saw that the guy had nearly doubled his body count since their last encounter, along with a litany of kidnappings and a list of suspected rapes. “Sick bastard,” Vincent remembered everything about the man in far too many vivid and horrid details.

      “Our first thought,” Stone said, “was to get you wired and see if you could get Viktor to admit to doing any one of those crimes you’re looking at in his jacket there. After that, we were going to bring him in and sweat him for the location of the missing girls.”

      Vincent shook his head. “No dice. Viktor wouldn’t play ball when he knows you have no hard evidence on him. And we have to account for the likelihood that he would probably sniff out I’m wearing a wire within two seconds of us getting reacquainted.”

      “I told her that,” Kosinski said. “Which means that you have to go in deep and try to get Viktor to buy a significant number of guns from you. We get him to make a deal; we got him perfectly lined up in our sights.”

      “Unless you manage to get a line on the missing girls before then,” Stone said. “Either way, we get what we want.”

      Vincent took a breath. “It won’t be easy. Viktor will test me at every turn. The only way he’ll confess is if we get him on particularly nasty charges. The guy will flip. No question. He had one too many trips to prison to risk going back. He’s got too many enemies back there that will stick a fork in his eye the second he shows back up. No, he’ll try to cut a deal with anything he has if we get him on this, so yeah, it could work.”

      Kosinski patted Vincent on the back. “See? That’s what you’re good at, ace. That’s why we called you.”

      Vincent looked at Kosinski’s meaty hand on his shoulder. “Touch me again, and I’ll shoot you in the face.”

      Kosinski chuckled but slowly backed away. “Simmer down there, cowboy.”

      Vincent ran his hands through his hair and dwelled on the insanity of it all. “How many guns can I sell him?”

      “DEA has enough to front for the deal,” Kosinski said. “Don’t you worry about that.”

      “How many exactly?”

      “One hundred modified AR-15s.”

      “But you need to move fast,” Stone said. “The timetable of three days is at play here.”

      “Which means I gotta move in tonight,” Vincent said. “Right now.”

      Silence fell around the room as everyone waited and looked at each other for a moment.

      “What do you say, Brody?” Kosinski said. “You ready to go back under?”

      Stone squinted at Vincent. “Brody?”

      Vincent sighed. “Brody’s my alias… Ethan Brody.”

      Kosinski reached into his back pocket, produced an ID, and passed it to Vincent. Vincent flipped the ID over in his hand. The ID had Vincent’s face, but with the name, Ethan Brody printed in the center near the Illinois seal. “How long have you been holding on to this?” Vincent said.

      “Not long—fresh off the presses as of two hours ago.” Kosinski moved to pat Vincent on the shoulder out of habit then stopped short and reconsidered. “Well, Ethan, my boy.” He nodded instead. “Welcome back to the world.”

      Vincent ran a thumb over the ID like he was sealing his thumbprint on the plastic, thoughts of Claire and that cabin in Big Bear running through his mind as he pocketed the ID and donned the mask of gunrunner Ethan Brody.
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      “The mission is simple.” Stone looked to Vincent, who was wearing a ten-year-old leather jacket Kosinski had snatched for him out of only God knew where. “Get in with Viktor, get him to make a deal, then we take him down.”

      “Something like this would usually take a week to put together,” Vincent said. He removed a flask from his jacket pocket and unscrewed the cap. “And Ethan Brody tends to be sauced most of the time.”

      He took a swig. Swished. Swallowed. It went down hard, along with his fears and hesitations.

      “I can’t have anyone following me,” he said. “No tails, no wire, nothing. Viktor will know who I am in a heartbeat.”

      “How do you plan on checking in with us?” Stone asked.

      “Burner phones. Whenever I can, I know I’m stuck on a timeline, but I’ll touch base with you guys when I can.”

      “Make sure you do. We can’t be too in the dark on what’s going down.”

      Vincent grabbed the loaner Beretta Kosinski had given him and racked back the slide. “I’ll make it happen.”

      He holstered the weapon in the small of his back and took a moment to soak in his reflection in the mirror.

      “You got this,” Stone said. “We all know that. Just stick to your cover and nail this guy. We’re counting on you. A slain FBI agent is counting on you.”

      “Who was he?” Vincent asked.

      “The agent?”

      “Yeah.”

      Stone looked toward the floor. “His name was Mike,” she said. “And he was a damn fine agent. A damn fine man.”

      “Any family? Kids?”

      Stone nodded solemnly.

      Vincent shook his head. He didn’t need to hear the rest.

      “He’s counting on you, Vincent,” Stone said, then quickly caught her mistake. “I mean Brody. We’re all counting on you with this one.”

      “Yeah,” Vincent said, then grabbed a dash of pomade and ran it through his hair to give himself a more greased and “criminal” appearance. “I’ve heard that a lot lately.”

      He splashed water on his face then took a deep breath.

      Moments later, he was calling with a burner phone out on the corner, the Windy City chill licking his skin as he dialed a number still burned into the recesses of his memory.

      “Da?”

      “It’s Brody,” Vincent said, adopting more of an East Coast accent. “Romy in tonight?”

      “You said Brody?”

      “Yeah. Did I stutter? Is he fucking there or not?”

      “Yeah. He’s here. I’ll tell him you called.”

      The line went dead.

      Vincent smiled and hung up—one step closer to the big man himself.
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        * * *

      

      The Comrade was a one-story building a block from the L-train; far enough away that you couldn’t feel it but close enough that you could hear it.

      It was dimly lit and made of brick faded from time, with a big, thick wooden door that’d had countless coats of paint.

      Edgar, a.k.a. Ethan Brody, a cigarette hanging from his mouth and his lungs trying to readjust to an old, disgusting habit, blew smoke out of his nose as he motioned to a doorman sitting on a stool near the door.

      “Closed,” the doorman said, not moving his eyes from the Russian newspaper he was reading.

      “I’m Brody. I need to talk to Romy.”

      The doorman flipped the page. “Go fuck yourself.”

      Vincent grinned, lifted his foot, and pushed the stool out from underneath the doorman.

      The guy fell and smacked his head on the pavement as Vincent walked around him and headed inside.

      “Motherfucker!” the doorman yelled as he pushed off the pavement and ran for the door.

      Vincent passed a bar lit with red lights on his right and quickly laid eyes on the soccer game on the television on the wall, the screen covered with a thick veneer of smoke from the several dozen patrons that were lighting up inside.

      Vincent walked up to the bartender, a balding guy with a gut and a mustache. “Where’s Viktor?” he said.

      “Who’s asking?” the bartender replied without looking away from the match.

      “Tell him Brody is here,” Vincent said. “And that it’s urgent.”

      The bartender looked at Vincent, a familiar glint in his eye, coupled with a toothy grin. “He’s in back. He said to come see him when you showed up.”

      There was a commotion of footsteps from the right. “Piece of shit!” the doorman screamed as he stormed toward Vincent, who didn’t even flinch when the guy raised his fists. “I’m gonna fucking kill you!”

      “Enough!”

      Everyone froze.

      The doorman stood his ground like his soles had taken root in the floor. He remained frozen in place as booted footsteps closed in on the bar area, and everyone turned their heads and watched on in wide-eyed anticipation.

      Vincent turned his head to the left, focusing on a man six feet tall, with a patterned silk shirt, a gold tooth, and tattoos peeking out of the sleeves of what had to be a two-thousand-dollar leather jacket.

      Viktor.

      “Vik,” Vincent said. “Long time, no see.”

      Viktor looked at the doorman, huffing, and puffing and still eager to tear Vincent to pieces.

      “What the hell is all this all about?” Viktor asked a strand of his soot-black hair slick and dangling in front of his face.

      “The prick knocked me down!” the doorman said, gesturing at Vincent.

      “You damn right.” Vincent glared at the guy with the clenched fists. “Because you wouldn’t let me in, you dumb bastard.”

      The doorman shook his head, giving Viktor a look: Give me the go-ahead.

      “Is this true?” Viktor asked.

      “No one sees you,” the doorman said confidently. “I know the rules.”

      Viktor planted a firm hand on Vincent’s shoulder. “And did this man happen to give you his name?”

      “He did…”

      Viktor shook his head. Then he punched the doorman in the nose.

      The doorman screamed, clutching his hand to his face as he fell on his ass, blood spewing out through his fingers.

      “Get the hell out of here,” Viktor said, pointing a meaty and tattooed finger toward the door. “No one disrespects my friend Brody. Go. Now. I ever see you again, you’re a fucking dead man.” He looked at Vincent with a jovial expression and outstretched arms as the doorman fled the bar. “Get in here, you son of a bitch! I go ten years without seeing that sorry face of yours!”

      Vincent and Viktor embraced, Vincent selling himself completely as he held on to Viktor as tightly as he could, feeling Viktor’s evil emanating in the form of vodka, cigarettes, and hate.

      “Good to see you, Vik,” Vincent said.

      Viktor straightened the lapels on Vincent’s jacket. “Same to you, Mr. Brody. It’s been too long since you’ve graced this bar with your presence.”

      Vincent removed the pack of smokes from his jacket pocket. “Had some time to kill.” He lit the cigarette. “About a nickel and change.”

      “Heard about that. My buddy over in Joliet said you got busted not long after our deal.”

      “You heard right. I got caught with a crate of AK-47s from Ukraine. Turns out the dockworker prick I had on it was a snitch for Chicago PD. Can you fucking believe that shit?”

      Vincent hadn’t cursed this much in a long time. Ethan Brody brought out the worst in him.

      Viktor tsked and grabbed a bottle of vodka from behind the counter. Vincent couldn’t see the label, but he knew that Viktor wasn’t the type to drink piss. “Too bad. You always had good merchandise.” Viktor thrust the bottle of vodka into Vincent’s hands. “Come,” he said. “We go in back. Enjoy that bottle. It’s on the house. Belvedere Vodka. I know it’s not whiskey, and you were a whiskey guy if I remember correctly.” Viktor hooked his arm around Vincent and led him toward the back.

      “And you still drink vodka until you fall over? I can smell it on you, you big Russian ape.”

      Viktor cackled and slapped a hand on his chest. “You are one funny bastard, Brody. A very funny bastard. Come. We talk in the office. Let’s go.”

      They arrived at a door that led into a windowless room. Viktor held the door open for Vincent, and they walked inside, followed closely behind by two Russian guys in tracksuits, complete with gun-shaped bulges in their waistbands, who shut and locked the door behind them.

      “You should have called me while you were away,” Viktor said as he slipped into a battered leather chair behind a cheap wooden desk. “I could have sent a care package.”

      Vincent waved him off and took the chair across from Viktor. “I had plenty of people helping me out. And I didn’t want anyone sniffing out that you and I had arrangements. I protect the people I work with. You know that.”

      Viktor nodded as Vincent popped the cap on the vodka and took a good, long swig that only Ethan Brody would take. “I always appreciated your discretion,” Viktor said, his tone more business-oriented now. “You were a careful man.”

      Vincent took a long pull from his cigarette and blew smoke out of his nostrils. “Not careful enough.”

      “We all do time. It comes with being in this business.”

      Vincent perched forward. “Which is why I’m here to talk to you tonight, Romy.”

      “For business?”

      “Da.”

      Viktor smirked. Then he rapped his knuckles on the desk, milking every second for all that it was worth before he continued speaking. “I always liked you, Brody,” he said. “And I don’t like that I have to do this.”

      Vincent squinted, his heart racing but his composure still holding together as he waited for Viktor to continue.

      Viktor opened the top drawer of the desk, produced a suppressed silver Walther PPK, and cocked back the hammer before laying it down gently; the barrel pointed right at Vincent.

      “What’s this?” Vincent asked, trying to sound more annoyed than fearful. Which he certainly was.

      A pause from Viktor. “Are you a cop?” he finally said.

      Vincent knew he had to react appropriately. Viktor was forcing him to choose between doors, and the wrong choice could land him six feet under.

      “I’m fuckin’ outta here,” Vincent said as he stood up.

      But the two big guys in tracksuits blocked the door.

      Vincent sized them up and shook his head. “You know how I feel about cops and rats, Romy,” he said over his shoulder. “I’ve got a zero-tolerance policy.”

      “And you,” Viktor said, “have come knocking at my door at a, how should I put it, very convenient time.”

      “The hell are you talking about?”

      “I just eliminated the last guy supplying me weapons. Only two people knew about that: me and the cops. No one on the street has heard a thing about it. Until now, it seems.”

      Vincent understood that. What he said next would make or break the entire situation. If a single word was out of place in his response, he knew that he’d be shot in the head, thrown in a van, dismembered, tossed in a barrel, and dumped in a river. The worst part—no one would ever find him.

      Vincent turned around and looked at Viktor like a man without a care in the world. “You’re full of shit, Vik. And I’m tired of you trying to bust my balls over this. You want to deal? Fine. If not, then let me the hell out of here.”

      A tense silence fell over the room.

      Viktor burst out laughing. “Oh, boy,” he said, rolling his eyes. “I thought I could make you sweat for at least a second, but Ethan Brady never sweats! Ha! Sit down, you bastard. Of course, I want to make a deal with you! Come! Come! Drink with me.”

      Vincent silently thanked the good Lord above as he settled back into the chair.

      Viktor began fiddled with a wall calendar of some ’roided-looking Russian weightlifter clenching a barbell. “See this?” He pressed a finger onto the fifteenth of January. “This is the middle of the month. The fifteenth. You know what happens on the fifteenth day of each month?”

      Vincent ground his cigarette out in the ashtray on the desk. “Some once-a-month Russian holiday I’ve never heard about?”

      “I have to send guns to my boss. Every month. The fifteenth. Without fail.”

      Vincent’s interest was piqued—Viktor had never mentioned having a boss in the entire time they had known one another. “Where’re you sending the guns to?”

      Viktor wagged a finger. “Not so fast, Brody boy. I’m not so sure I want to make a deal with you yet.”

      Vincent shrugged. “I thought you just said that you wanted to.”

      “I do. But I have another buyer lined up. I just want to do, how do you say, comparison shopping.”

      Viktor laughed. Vincent didn’t partake.

      “What are you looking to score?” Vincent asked.

      “What are you looking to sell?”

      “Modified AR-15s, complete with custom hollow points crafted by a brilliant little mind over in Germany. Can’t say who it is, but I can offer you a demonstration.”

      Viktor thought about it as he examined the tattoos on his knuckles, picking at them like scabs. “AR-15s,” he said. “A bit hard to come across those, considering the climate.”

      Vincent saw his opportunity to strike. “Which is why I have to dump them within the next couple of days.”

      “So the merchandise is hot?”

      “Smoking. My guy is currently filing the serial numbers as we speak. They’ll be untraceable within the next few hours.”

      Viktor cracked a crooked smile. “Why the hell would I want merch that’s as hot as you claim it is?”

      “It’s not the merch that’s hot—it’s my supplier who wants his cash. I have the product in my possession, but he’s just waiting for his portion of the payout.”

      Viktor tsked. “You’re waiting to pay your supplier after you sell your product? That’s bad business.”

      “Yeah, well, what I do with my supplier is my business. I just need to know if you’re willing to play ball or not. Plenty of other gangbangers here on the South Side that would love a taste of what I’m cooking.”

      Viktor made a steeple with his fingers as Vincent lit up another cigarette and put out an impatient vibe like he had more important people to talk to. Ball’s in your court, Romy.

      “How many pieces are we talking?” Viktor asked.

      “A hundred,” Vincent said. “At wholesale price.”

      “How much?”

      “One-hundred and fifty thousand. Flat.”

      Viktor whistled. “I can get the same for one hundred.”

      Vincent shook his head. “Not these pieces, I guarantee it. But I would recommend a test drive so that you can experience the goods firsthand.”

      Viktor thought some more. “When can I see a demo?”

      Vincent responded by standing up and buttoning his jacket as he motioned to the door.

      “My man,” Viktor said with the most sinister of sneers.
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      Waiting outside a rundown warehouse shaped like a barn with white walls painted yellow from years of tobacco smoke, were two men in hoodies, their hands tucked into the pockets and breath turning into mist in the Chicago chill. The guy on the left, Ruiz, had a buzzcut and tan skin, his gaze unwavering and unblinking.

      The guy next to him, Jimmy, was a white guy with a bushy crop of red hair and an almost comical demeanor offset by the eyes of a serial murderer. Both legitimate criminals. Both known to be stone-cold killers.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent and Kosinski had arranged the demonstration hours before Vincent set foot in The Comrade.

      Vincent had the perfect idea.

      “It’s the only way we can pull this off,” Vincent had said to Kosinski hours earlier.

      Having promised to vouch for Ruiz and Jimmy’s character only if they cooperated fully in this case, he figured it would help to shave off five to ten years, with both of them facing charges of aggravated manslaughter.

      “Viktor is known for sniffing out cops,” Vincent continued. “So only known criminals can help me pull one over on him.”

      Kosinski said, “Yeah, well, let’s hope it doesn’t blow up in our faces. I know for sure we won’t get another shot. Not at this guy, we won’t. So your plan needs to work.”

      “You can count on it.”
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        * * *

      

      The headlights hit Ruiz and Jimmy in the face as two cars pulled up in front of them outside the warehouse.

      “Those your people?” Viktor asked from the passenger seat of Vincent’s souped-up Cadillac.

      Vincent killed the engine. “Yes, indeed.”

      Viktor looked at Jimmy. “I know him. I bought dope off him once.”

      Vincent couldn’t help but smile.

      So far, so good.

      They got out of the car, the two men in tracksuits in the Benz followed suit as they approached Ruiz and Jimmy, fists clenched and eyes darting around with suspicion.

      “Stuff’s inside,” Ruiz said to Vincent, talking to him like he knew him and selling his part of the theatrics.

      Guy really wants to get out of prison early.

      “Let’s do it to it,” Vincent said, the pink guy taking the lead and moving toward the front door of the warehouse.

      Everyone was on edge and on guard, a pack of lone wolves forced to move together for the sake of mutual rewards awaiting them all.

      Jimmy opened the door and moved inside. Viktor’s men had their hands on their weapons just in case. Being ambushed during an exchange of illegal weapons was never out of the question.

      A single light bulb illuminated an empty warehouse, save for the canvas bag sitting on top of a folding table.

      “That it?” Viktor’s gaze was on the bag.

      Vincent motioned to the bag. “By all means, Vik.”

      Viktor approached the bag and unzipped it; the weapons inside were painted a flawless matte black that seemed to draw in the light—AR-15s.

      “Clip is in the side of the bag,” Jimmy said.

      Viktor found the magazine, slapped it into place, and racked back the slide.

      A round clicked and locked into place, causing a slight shudder to travel up Vincent’s spine.

      Viktor tested the weight of the rifle; checked the scopes, examined the trigger. He nuzzled the stock into his shoulder and aimed at a trio of bottles resting about thirty yards away on a rusted oil drum.

      Viktor squinted, held his breath, and squeezed.

      Three shots fired.

      All three bottles were demolished and turned into something that looked like vapor. As the sounds of the gunshots reverberated off the walls, Viktor held the gun in the air and pounded on his chest.

      “Oh, I like this gun!” he said. “Very much! Ha! You weren’t kidding about those modifications.”

      “I’m not selling you snake oil,” Vincent said with a wink. “That’s for damn sure.”

      Viktor ran a hand over the weapon. “I get all one hundred guns,” he said. “Yes?”

      Vincent nodded. “All one hundred. As long as you agree to one hundred and fifty thousand.”

      Viktor sucked air through his teeth, approached Vincent, and rested a hand on his shoulder. “Brody,” he said, extending his hand, “we have a deal.”
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      Ruiz left with Jimmy to meet Kosinski eight blocks away.

      It was a gamble, and Vincent knew it, letting cons walk around with machine guns in their hands, more than capable of turning on him and killing him and the others at any moment. But he also knew the allure of freedom was a powerful thing. And if that didn’t work, they were fitted with trackers.

      After they took off, Viktor and Vincent lingered near their vehicles and finalized the details for the exchange.

      “How soon can you get me my guns?” Viktor asked.

      “Twenty-four hours,” Vincent said. “Just need to tie up a few loose ends before then.”

      “Such as?”

      “Those are my problems, Vik. The only problem you have is making sure my cash is stowed in those nifty little canvas bags I like when we make the exchange.”

      “I’ll provide you a location in a few hours. Then we set up a time.”

      Vincent held up his hand. “No way, man. I pick the location. Last time I let someone tell me where I was doing a drop, I ended up doing nearly a dime.”

      Viktor shrugged. “How about this,” he said as he placed his hand on Vincent’s shoulder. “We go to a club that a friend of mine owns and finish the details over drinks.”

      “I’ve got shit to do in the morning. No dice.”

      “I insist. And you know what it means when I say this.”

      Vincent knew what that meant. He recalled a time back in the day when Viktor stabbed a mobster in the eye for having the nerve to decline his offer to pay the tab at a local bar.

      Guy paid the bill then got killed over it.

      Vincent had to remain in cover. No question.

      “Where are we going?” he said as he lit another smoke.

      Viktor hooked his arm around Vincent—who was getting tired of the smell of sweat and way too much cologne. “Meet me at the Chevron Club. We drink on me.”

      Viktor got into the Benz with his tracksuited thugs and backed away from the warehouse. Vincent followed them in his car.
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        * * *

      

      Viktor took his cell out of his pocket as his thugs drove him toward the heart of the city.

      The phone rang once—a gravelly voice answered.

      “Da?”

      “It’s me,” Viktor said. “I just met with Ethan Brody.”

      “And?”

      “He wants to sell us guns. Lots of them. AR-15s. Modified ammunition.”

      “Did you see them with your own eyes?”

      “Yes. It’s a solid product. Brody is willing to sell them all for one hundred and fifty.”

      “How many guns?”

      “One hundred.”

      “Did you make the deal with him?”

      “I did. Yes.”

      “Without my permission?”

      Viktor swallowed the lump in his throat. Not many men could intimidate him, but the man on the other end of the line possessed the ability to make the cold-hearted Viktor shake in his boots.

      “I apologize, Ivan,” Viktor said with a tremor in his voice. “I was just restocking our weapons supply—”

      “You should have given me a heads-up,” Ivan said. “You said you were arranging a deal with Mr. McCready.”

      “Brody had a better price. Better guns. I thought you would approve.”

      “You should have still run it by me. You’ve worked for me for long enough now to know that I take something like this as a sign of disrespect.”

      Viktor was on edge, uncertain, nervous about his next move. “I apologize, Ivan,” he said again. “Truly. I should have informed you first.”

      “What’s done is done,” Ivan said. “I’ll inspect them myself.”

      Viktor furrowed his brow. “I do not understand.”

      “I am coming to Chicago. I will be there in twelve hours.”

      Viktor felt the rug being pulled out from underneath him, that queasy feeling of weightlessness slapping him in the face. “Twelve hours, you said?”

      “Da,” Ivan said. “And be ready for me. I’m coming to make sure that these girls you are about to ship off are sent away properly. I cannot have this deal going south on me. Do you understand?”

      “I-I… I thought I was in charge. I have everything ready to go—”

      “I don’t pay you for your opinions, Viktor. I pay you to manage a business. Or do you need to be reminded about where your place is in this little operation of ours?”

      Viktor swallowed again. “No. I understand. I understand completely, Ivan.”

      “Good. I will be there soon. Just make sure all of our men are ready. I want drinks. Food. The finest women.”

      “Of course. I will arrange it.”

      “And Viktor…”

      Viktor gripped the phone tight, his heart rate increasing as he waited for Ivan’s next words.

      “If the deal we have set up does go bad,” Ivan said, “I don’t need to tell you what kind of consequences you’ll be facing.”

      Viktor dabbed at the beads of sweat forming on his brow. “I understand. I will not fail you.”

      “I hope that you won’t,” Ivan said before hanging up.

      Viktor put away his cell and tapped his fingers on his knee, thoughts of his boss, the infamous Ivan Petrov, a.k.a. “the Ghoul of Serbia,” swirling in his head.

      Viktor was not a man who feared many things; death itself was nothing more than a minor inconvenience. But the Ghoul was the one thing he did worry about, because Ivan Petrov was the walking embodiment of evil.

      Pure, unimaginable evil.
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      Vincent arranged to meet with Stone the following morning after the close of the deal with Viktor and the bouts of excessive drinking after that.

      He had sensed that something with Viktor was off, as far as his attitude during the meetup, having been focused on something—or someone—else the entire they spent at the bar.

      Vincent checked into a cheap motel, got a little shuteye, got up at six a.m., and arranged for Stone to meet him at a diner far from Viktor and his crew.

      Vincent walked into the dinky and cramped diner around seven, hands in his pockets as he strolled past several photos of old blues musicians and joined Stone at one of the booths in the back.

      “Jesus,” Stone said. “You look hungover as all hell.”

      “I am,” Vincent said, flagging down the only waitress in the joint for a cup of coffee. “I was throwing back shots with Mr. Viktor until two a.m. last night to celebrate closing our deal.”

      Stone smiled. “So he’s in? He’s willing to buy the guns?”

      “Absolutely,” Vincent said as the waitress placed the mug down and filled it to the rim. “Willing and ready.”

      “This is great news, Vincent,” she said, nothing but smiles. “I knew we picked the right person to do this. I just knew it.”

      Vincent held up a hand, his eyes almost rolling in their sockets as he said, “We’re not out of the woods yet, Miranda. Don’t forget that Viktor is a complete psychopath. He might call up at any moment and cancel on my ass for no good reason whatsoever.”

      “We’ll play the hand we’ve been dealt. So far, so good.” Vincent sipped his coffee as Stone looked at him. “How are you holding up?”

      He shrugged. Sipped. “Good as I can be. Just trying to wrap this thing up as quickly as possible. God knows where these girls are.”

      “When we find them—”

      “If,” Vincent interjected.

      Stone pointed a finger. “When we find them,” she said defiantly, “they’re going to have one person to thank.”

      Vincent leaned forward. “Please don’t blow sunshine up my ass, Stone,” he said. “I don’t need to be motivated here. I’ve got plenty enough motivation.”

      Stone said nothing as Vincent sipped his coffee and rubbed his temples. After seeing how racked with stress Vincent was, she couldn’t help but ask, “What happened?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “With Kosinski,” Stone said. “That case you volunteered for ten years ago. Sounds like you guys closed it.”

      “We did.”

      “So, what happened? What made you so pissed off at Kosinski that you tried to rip the guy’s head off after not seeing him for ten years?”

      Vincent sat back in his chair, smirking and shaking his head and trying to find a way to dodge answering the question. What happened ten years ago had paved the way to an addiction problem and several fractured relationships. Vincent understood that what happened that cold day in November turned him into the man he was today and that venting that story might relieve him of the pain he had kept stored up inside.

      He opened his mouth to confess his sins to Stone…but then he said nothing. He just wasn’t ready.

      Not yet, at least.

      “Ask me again some other time,” he said. “We have more important things to do.”

      Stone straightened up. “So when is the deal going down?”

      “Viktor said he’d call me tonight to arrange the details.”

      “Kosinski has a location picked out. It’s on the South Side. He said the AR-15s are en route as we speak. We’ll need to meet up together soon and finalize our plan. We’ll also have to bug the location in advance, so we can get Viktor on the record.”

      Vincent shook his head. “No dice. He’ll do a sweep of the location beforehand. He’ll also post snipers to make sure he has a contingency plan. He’s done it before. Two guys from a while back got capped on a botched deal with Viktor. Cops are still trying to figure out where their bodies are buried.”

      “Kosinski doesn’t seem to think it’s going to be all the complicated,” Stone said.

      Vincent huffed. “The man is a fool. He’s the reason Viktor got away the last time he tried to nail him.”

      The waitress came back around. Vincent ordered eggs, toast, and bacon, and once he got it, he scarfed it down in a couple of minutes. “I need to get some rest,” he said. “Hang by the phone and wait for Viktor to call. We shouldn’t meet again in person until this is all finished.”

      “We’re making sure no one is being tailed,” Stone said.

      Vincent stood as he wiped the crumbs off his face with a paper napkin. “Doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t even leave the safe house until the deal is ready to go down. Too risky.”

      Vincent walked toward the door as Stone produced a few bills and paid for the meal. “Vincent,” she called out. “Wait up.”

      Vincent turned and motioned for her to stop. “I just want to finish this,” he said. “We’ve got a perfect shot teed up. We don’t need to compromise that.”
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        * * *

      

      As the bell over the door jangled when he walked in, a pimply-faced kid behind the counter, wearing a vest with the store’s logo on the chest pocket, looked in Vincent’s direction. “Help you?”

      “Yeah,” Vincent said as he took out a hundred-dollar bill. “You sell prepaid phones?”

      They did.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent was back in his motel room a few minutes later, the bathtub filling with hot water as he went about unpacking the phone and punching in a number from memory. It rang twice, then his daughter answered.

      “Hello?” she said. Vincent sensed caution in her tone. It was an unknown number. He was lucky that she’d answered the call at all.

      “It’s me,” he said sheepishly. “How are you holding up, kiddo?”

      A long pause from Claire. “Fine.” The caution in her voice turned into agitation as she said, “I went to Big Bear.”

      “You did? By yourself?”

      “Yeah. It wasn’t that hard. I have a driver’s license, remember?”

      “No, that’s—I mean, that’s great. I’m glad someone is making use of that cabin.”

      Nothing from Claire.

      “Do you have food?” Vincent asked. “Enough money?”

      “Yeah, Dad. I think I have it covered.”

      Vincent felt the scorn in his daughter’s voice. “I’m so sorry I couldn’t make it, honey.” He rubbed his temples as he sat on the edge of the bed. “I wouldn’t have left if this wasn’t extremely important.”

      “You do realize that was the same excuse you would give me when I was little, right?” Claire said. “You said it every time.”

      “I know, Claire, but—”

      “No, Dad! No, I’ve had enough. My whole life has been spent trying to build a relationship with you, to try to have some shred of a connection with a father who’s gone more often than he’s around!”

      Vincent didn’t know what to say. His daughter had struck a chord of fear in him far beyond any violent criminal he’d ever encountered. His heart was beating at nearly triple its normal speed.

      “I just…” Claire continued. “I can’t talk to you right now. Okay? I need some time to myself.”

      She hung up.

      Vincent sat there with the phone still pressed to his ear and began to feel worse than he ever had in his life. It was undeniable that Claire was right, that Vincent’s commitment—or addiction—to being a detective had been his priority. It was the thing that had robbed him of so many memories with his daughter, so many hours lost that he could never get back.

      And right now is the moment all those mistakes have caught up to me.

      As Vincent remained on the bed, deep in thought, the bathtub continued to fill, and the water slowly cascaded over the side.
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      Time crept into the early hours of the morning. Viktor casually smoked a cigarette as he leaned against the Range Rover, watching Ivan Petrov’s private Cessna taxiing along the tarmac.

      He fought to keep his body’s trembling under control.

      Viktor looked over his shoulder at the tracksuited thug with the greasy locks that stood post near the tailgate. “Go help him with his bags,” Viktor ordered him in Russian. The guy jogged over to the plane.

      Viktor cursed under his breath as he tossed his cigarette to the pavement and stamped it out with his foot. He approached the plane and put his bravest face on as the Cessna’s door was opened by an attendant.

      Ivan stepped forward in a black leather jacket, broad-shouldered and towering to an almost inhuman extent. With gold rings on his fingers and even more gold on his chest, he seemed insurmountable.

      “Romy!” he called Viktor from the steps in his native tongue. “Come here! Come, give your friend a hug!”

      Viktor forced a smile and approached the plane as Ivan descended the steps, his almond-shaped face coming into clear view, his eyes icy and blue, his crown topped off with a set of raven-black hair licked with gray, and a sinister and demonic smile that made even the most seasoned criminal cringe.

      Standing a couple of steps above him and towering over Viktor, Ivan extended his arms and waited to be embraced. Viktor hesitated, then hugged his boss.

      “Good to see you,” Ivan said.

      Viktor managed a smile. “You as well.”

      Viktor escorted his boss down the steps of the plane as his tracksuited thug took Ivan’s bags and hustled them over to the Range Rover. “Where is the product right now?” Ivan asked.

      Viktor furrowed his brow. “The weapons?”

      Ivan lowered his voice. “Nyet. The women. Where are they?”

      “Oh, yes. I have Peter watching them at a safe house on the South Side. They’re cooperating. We’re just waiting for the doctor to give them their final exams before we put them on the boat.”

      “When?”

      “Tomorrow morning. Eight a.m.”

      “Good. Very good. I’d like to see the merchandise myself before it departs for the next country.”

      “Of course. Whenever you’d like.”

      “How about tomorrow morning at eight? I’d like to spend some quality time with the product after the doctor gives them a clean bill of health.”

      Ivan then flashed a cringe-inducing smile, Viktor knowing full well what the sick bastard was hinting at as Ivan laughed and shook his head.

      After stowing the bags, the thug held the passenger door open for Ivan.

      Ivan hopped inside as Viktor started the engine and waited for the thug to hop in back. “Where to, Ivan?” Viktor asked. “The Comrade?”

      Ivan shook his head. “I need something a little more…engaging,” he said before looking at Viktor with a predatory gaze.

      Viktor knew what Ivan was implying, and he didn’t care in the slightest. He was too vile and ruthless to give any thought to Ivan’s sick nature and tendencies. He only cared and showed concern when those tendencies were directed toward him.

      Viktor put the Range Rover into gear, did a one-eighty, and drove off toward the heart of the city, their destination a sultry and smoky establishment in the heart of Chicago’s underground.
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        * * *

      

      Chernobyl was a two-story warehouse that had been gutted and turned into a hangout for Chicago’s more sinister Russian criminals.

      Music blasted and reverberated through the walls as Ivan and Viktor arrived and were taken to one of the VIP tables in the back. All heads turned the moment Ivan and Viktor walked inside. Everyone knew of the Ghoul of Serbia and tried not to stare at him for long.

      Viktor and Ivan sat at their table, and a bottle of the finest vodka was placed in front of them by the manager of the establishment. He wore a dark suit and a smile that he seemed to display out of fear. “Everything is on the house tonight, Mr. Petrov,” he said. Ivan waved him off like he was insulted that the man even needed to tell him that his drinks were comped.

      “Tell me about the guns,” Ivan said, glancing around the packed club and the denizens cutting up the dance floor.

      “It’s a good product.” Viktor poured them shots. “The aftermarket modifications give them a nice kick.”

      “You said we’d be receiving one hundred of them?”

      “At one hundred and fifty thousand. Yes.”

      Viktor offered Ivan a glass. Ivan swirled the contents, sniffed it, and chucked it back before shaking his head. “Talk him down to one hundred.”

      “I had a handshake deal with Brody. It’s finalized. We’re getting a bargain for the price he is asking.”

      Ivan slowly turned his head and leered at Viktor, his eyes filled with fire. “I said I wanted the guns for one hundred.” Then he shouted in Russian, “Did you not hear me?”

      Viktor felt the tension gathering like bile in his throat. “No,” he said, hanging his head sheepishly. “No, I heard you.”

      “Is it going to be a problem?”

      “No, Ivan. No, of course not.”

      Ivan shrugged and looked around like he had ordered a meal that had yet to arrive. “Then what are you waiting for? Do you think I came here for the music or the underage trim around this shithole?”

      Viktor squinted. “I…I don’t understand.”

      Ivan leaned in. “I want to meet this Brody. I have nothing but a name. I need to look into the eyes of this lowlife American before I give him my money, Viktor.”

      Viktor refilled their glasses, cursing on the inside as he found himself, again, trying to keep up with a boss who made it a game to know, anticipate, or keep up with what he was thinking.

      “As far as I’m concerned,” Ivan said, “the deal is off until I meet Brody. His loyalty needs to be…tested.”

      “I trust Brody,” Viktor said. “He has yet to let me down.”

      “Yet the man was arrested ten years ago during his last deal. That doesn’t raise any alarms to you?”

      Viktor ceased speaking. He knew that Ivan had already made up his mind.

      Ivan looked around for the manager, the slick-haired kid still waiting a few feet away like a studious maid and then rushing to the table when he saw that Ivan caught his eye. “Yes, sir?” he said jovially.

      “Is the back room open tonight?” Ivan asked.

      Viktor closed his eyes. He knew damn well what went on in that back room.

      “Of course, sir,” the manager said, lowering his voice like they were exchanging secrets. “We are setting up the mats as we speak.”

      Ivan displayed a toothy smile, pulled out a billfold, peeled off a couple of hundred-dollar bills, and shoved in the manager’s pocket. “We have someone that we’re going to put on the ticket tonight.” He then looked at Viktor. “What’s his name again?”

      Viktor dug into his pocket and pulled up a number. “Ethan Brody,” he said with a dull tone.

      Ivan laughed. “Tell him to wear comfortable shoes,” he said. “And make sure he brings a towel.”

      Ivan grinned and continued drinking as Viktor called Brody and let him know that his night was about to get a whole lot worse.
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      Vincent’s head had barely hit the pillow when his second burner, the one he used strictly for doing business with Viktor, came to life.

      He buried his face further into the pillowcase as he reached out, grabbed the phone, and put it on speaker.

      “What?” he asked.

      “It’s me. Come to 433 North Second Street. Knock twice then once on the door.”

      “I’ve had my fill of vodka for the night, Vik.”

      “Just get here,” Viktor said. “Now.” He hung up.

      Confused, concerned, and fatigued, Vincent sat up and debated his next move.

      What the hell is going on? Why the hell is Romy calling me up at three a.m.?

      Vincent couldn’t back down. As long as the deal was in place with Viktor, he couldn’t risk a last-minute foul-up that would endanger the bust.

      We’re too close.

      I’m just going to have to play ball.

      Vincent slipped on his clothes, laced up his boots, and checked the rounds in his piece before he stuffed it in the back of his pants.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent arrived at the address Viktor had given him with a watchful eye and a cautious calculation in his walk—on edge, on guard, ready for a blitz. It was getting close to 4 a.m., and the dark and secluded alleyway he was walking through felt like something straight out of noir novel: the damp pavement with the moon shimmering across the oil-laced puddles, and the forbidding and somewhat overwhelming nature of the fire escapes around him felt like they were closing in more with each step he took.

      Vincent, his hand inching near his gun, moved toward the red door with no windows and the single glow of a bulb over the top at the end of the alley.

      “Knock twice then once on the door,” he said as he balled up a fist and rapped it on the wood as Viktor had instructed.

      Seconds later, the door flew open, a bushy-bearded bouncer in dark clothing laying a beady set of eyes on Vincent. “Name,” he growled.

      “Brody,” Vincent said. “Ethan Brody.”

      The bouncer smiled. “You’re on in five.”

      Vincent felt a tug in the pit of his stomach as he moved inside. What the hell have I gotten myself into?

      “Turn around,” the bouncer said as Vincent slipped inside.

      Vincent complied and put his hands up. He was pressed against the wall and frisked before the bouncer located his gun and removed it from the back of his pants.

      “You get this back after,” the bouncer said.

      Vincent offered no objections. There was no turning back. The ride had started, the safety bar was down, and the roller coaster was slowly going up to start the first drop.

      The bouncer led Vincent through the hallway and into the club.

      The music grew louder with each step he took before they emerged onto the main floor and became engulfed in tobacco smoke, the stench of alcohol, and loud and obnoxious dance music accompanied by strobe lights that could induce an epileptic seizure.

      “Backroom.” The bouncer pointed toward a pair of double doors to the left. A pair of criminal-looking gentleman led the way. Vincent weaved through the people on the dance floor and followed them.

      He passed through the doors and was shown a narrow staircase to the left by a guy in a suit, the staircase evoking an eeriness that made Vincent recall a scene from a horror movie.

      He walked down the stairs, arrived at a door, knocked twice, then once, and was greeted by yet another man in a suit who asked his name.

      “Ethan Brody,” Vincent said.

      The guy turned around and shouted to the group of men creating an ungodly amount of noise to his left. “Brody is here!” he announced.

      Shouts and cheers erupted from the left side of the room.

      What.

      The.

      Entire.

      Hell.

      Is.

      This?

      Once more, he reminded himself that there was no turning back.

      The door opened. The guy guarding the door stood aside, and Vincent walked into what looked like a windowless basement, with wrestling mats lining the floor and a group of twenty-odd men gathered in a circle as they traded cash and placed bets. Smoke clogged the air and gathered toward the ceiling as harsh grunts, loud laughter, and trash-talking in Russian was passed around the room like mints at a garlic festival. Vincent had broken up enough bar fights as a rookie cop to know what was coming next.

      “Brody, my boy!”

      Vincent felt the sharp slap of someone patting him on the back. He turned. “Romy,” he said, looking at Viktor’s hand on his shoulder like it was a parasite. “What the hell am I doing here?”

      Viktor looked around the room. “I think that’s obvious.” The stench of alcohol wafted off him in thick waves.

      “God damn it. Are you kidding me, Romy? I don’t have time for this Fight Club shit.”

      Viktor shook his head and forked a thumb over his shoulder. “Not my call, friend.” He looked back. “It’s his.”

      Vincent turned around to look at the man that Viktor was referring to. His stomach turned into a knot when he saw his face.

      “You must be Mr. Brody,” a ghoulish-looking man with raven hair said. “I’ve been waiting all evening to finally meet you.”

      A mountain of a man stood before Vincent, his presence and composure evoking a sense of authority wrangled by a violent nature. Vincent’s instinct of self-preservation rang like a bell.

      The man stared at him with a fiery gaze, like he was holding back a secret that he was waiting until the very last second to tell.

      Play it cool, Vincent.

      “Who are you?” Vincent asked.

      “Ivan Petrov.” The man extended his hand. “A pleasure to meet you.”

      Vincent’s hand sank in Ivan’s as they shook. He felt a cold shudder travel up his spine. The handshake was firm and threatening, like the two of them had unfinished business or Vincent had somehow slighted Ivan, and he didn’t know how.

      “How do you know Vik?” Vincent asked.

      Ivan hooked an arm around Viktor’s neck. “I’m this poor excuse for a man’s boss. If not for me, he’d be back in Russia locked up in a cell somewhere fighting for scraps.”

      So this is Viktor’s boss.

      I’ve never even heard of this guy before. What the hell kind of intelligence did Kosinski give me?

      Ivan cackled as Viktor forced a smile, Vincent sensing and understanding the nature of their relationship immediately. “Well,” Vincent said, “I’m happy to be doing business with you.”

      Ivan held up a finger. “Which is why I’ve asked you here, Mr. Brody. I am more than thrilled at the prospect of us doing business together, but I am, as any man would be, quite wary of engaging in a deal with someone I barely know.”

      Vincent shrugged. “It’s a good thing that Romy is vouching for me, then.”

      Ivan smirked. “That’s not good enough, my friend. I find that the only time a bond is truly strengthened is through a blood offering.”

      Jesus Christ. What is this guy gonna have me do?

      Someone shouted something in Russian, and all heads turned to a beefy guy with no shirt and a chest that would make any world-class bodybuilder stop and take notice.

      The guy had his sights set on Vincent as he stretched, flexed his fingers, and balled them into fists, his feet pivoting and twisting as he crouched and waited for the word to let loose.

      Vincent played it cool and laughed. “You want me to fight that guy?”

      Ivan placed a firm grip on Vincent’s shoulder. “No,” he said. “I want you to kill him before he kills you.”

      Vincent’s heart hammered in his chest, his breathing a little labored. “I’m not playing this game. I made a deal with Romy, and that deal is what stands, as far as I’m concerned. I’m not going to fight this man to the death for the sake of your entertainment…or whatever sick fantasy you hope to accomplish here. So you might as well forget it. It’s not happening.”

      A glint shone in the corner of Ivan’s eye as he leaned into Vincent’s ear. “Understand something,” he said. “If you do not fight Anatoly, and fight him to the death, I will put a bullet in your skull.”

      Vincent said nothing, though he knew the ball was in his court.

      “You wish to make a deal, yes?” Ivan said.

      Vincent said nothing.

      “You wish to make a sale, yes?”

      Vincent gave him a curt nod. “I do.”

      Ivan pointed to the burly guy, Anatoly, in the corner. “Then fight him. Prove to me that you are worth all this money I am preparing to dish out.”

      Vincent looked at Ivan, Viktor, and then Anatoly, his options as limited and dire as they could be.

      If I don't do this, I'm dead.

      If I do this, I might still be dead.

      Well, shit.

      Vincent shrugged off his jacket.

      Here goes nothing.

      Vincent had been in plenty of fistfights before, and most of the time, he had been the victor. But usually, he had been engaged in brawls with men of equal physicality and skill.

      The guy standing ten feet away from him was bigger, badder, and clearly more bloodthirsty than any of the men Vincent had gone toe to toe with before.

      It was a shitshow.

      The circle gathered around the two men was tight, everyone looking on like eager meerkats as they drank, smoked, and placed their final bets. Vincent stripped down to nothing but his pants, stretched and flexed his muscles and debated how far the match would go.

      I can’t just kill him, even if that’s what Ivan wants, even if I could pull it off.

      Vincent drew a breath and tried not to let the adrenaline get the better of him.

      One step at a time, he thought.

      One punch at a time.

      “Gentleman!” one of the men in the crowd shouted, all eyes on him. “No holds barred! Do not hold back! This match is not over until someone is dead!”

      Cheers. Salutes. Puffs of smoke.

      Vincent, feet on the mat, Anatoly squaring off with him from a few feet away, bounced on the balls of his feet to get the blood pumping as the circle widened and everyone waited.

      The announcer held up his hand, and the room fell silent. “Go!” he screamed.

      Anatoly charged at Vincent, clearly holding nothing back, looking as if he wanted to kill Vincent with one solid blow.

      A mean uppercut connected solidly on Vincent’s chin. Stars burst before Vincent’s eyes as he fell back hearing the cheer of the men around the room, adding salt to his freshly opened wound.

      He fell onto his rear, Anatoly circling him and pumping his fists in the air, working the crowd into a frenzy before goading Vincent to stand back up so he could knock him back down in an instant.

      Vincent’s legs were unsure, and his feet were on skates. It was a solid hit like a brick was smashed right under his chin. A string of saliva mixed with blood gathered under his mouth. He spat on the floor.

      “Come on, you Russki prick,” Vincent said. “Throw a real punch.”

      It was enough to get Anatoly motivated. He charged at Vincent; his right arm cocked to throw a haymaker.

      Vincent, saw an opening, threw a quick one-two with his left and right and managed to break Anatoly’s nose.

      His hand seared with pain, but the cheers from the crowd and the blood flowing from Anatoly’s nose made it worth it.

      Anatoly with a shocked look on his face swiped at the blood now pouring from his nose, put up his guard with a look on his face like he was no longer fucking around, threw a hook with his left.

      Vincent ducked and followed it with an uppercut. Anatoly bounced back quickly and grabbed Vincent’s balled-up fist as he came in for another hit before craning his head back and slammed it into Vincent’s nose.

      He drew blood but didn’t hit Vincent hard enough to break it.

      Vincent wobbled backward, and Anatoly sprinted toward him, tackling him to the ground, wrapping his fingers around Vincent’s throat like a vise grip.

      Anatoly had Vincent on his back, clawing at the Russian’s hand and ripping at his flesh. The Russian’s grip was taut and firm as he leaned with every muscle in his body to crush Vincent’s windpipe.

      Vincent looked for an opening then glanced down and saw that Anatoly was in a position that left his groin exposed and unguarded.

      Vincent buried his knee into his target, taking Anatoly off guard as he rolled off Vincent and wheezed.

      Anatoly was still catching his breath when Vincent swung his foot back and punted Anatoly’s head like it was a football.

      A loud groan erupted around the room as the crack from the kick reverberated off the walls. But it didn’t seem to keep the big man down.

      As Vincent moved in, Anatoly perched on one knee and grabbed Vincent’s foot, punched Vincent in the groin, and threw him onto his back.

      More groans.

      More cheers.

      More bets in rapid succession.

      The entire place had gone crazy.

      Vincent needed a moment to catch his breath. He needed even more time to get his groin out of this throat if he wanted to continue the fight and not get killed, but he didn’t have time for all of that.

      Across from him, Anatoly shook his head as if to clear it, then set his feet as if he was set to charge toward Vincent at full speed.

      Vincent knew if Anatoly mounted him again that the fight would tragically over and not in his favor. The time had come for him to go all out or take the alternative.

      Come on.

      Get angry.

      You’ll die if you don’t.

      The fear of his possible demise as his motivation—Vincent no longer cared that he might have to kill Anatoly it was either him or Vincent those were the rules—Vincent pushed off the ground, charged at a speed that only anger could push him, and then threw three punches into the left side of Anatoly’s face. All three hits landed, turning it a dark shade of red.

      But Anatoly was still up and moving.

      Dammit!

      Vincent came in for another blow but was caught in the lip by a stiff right jab from Anatoly. The two men became entangled in each other’s limbs as punches were thrown and knees flew into the mix.

      A knee to the gut from Anatoly.

      A punch to the ribs from Vincent.

      An elbow to the jaw from Anatoly.

      Vincent used his momentum and landed his fist square into Anatoly’s throat. The harsh crunch from Anatoly’s windpipe being smashed from the impact forced the room to fall silent as Anatoly clutched at his throat, fell onto his back, and writhed on the ground.

      The fight was over.

      Anatoly flopped around on the mat like a fish, his eyes wide, gasping for air as his face went from red to grayish-white.

      The crowd slowly began to murmur and disperse, losing interest now the fight was done. No one offered the man any help as he lay dying on the floor.

      “My friend!” Ivan said, draping an arm around Vincent’s shoulder. “My congratulations! You did well. Very well. Come! Please, have a drink. We talk about this deal.”

      But Vincent barely heard anything as he watched the life flee Anatoly’s body, as he grasped at his throat in a desperate attempt for air.

      Vincent caught a glimpse of fear in Anatoly’s eyes and couldn’t do a damn thing about it. He had to turn his head and act like he didn’t care; something that would later scar him for life.

      This incident didn’t sit well with Vincent. He had killed plenty of people in the line of duty, yes, and in many ways what he had just done was the same thing. But somehow, Vincent felt, perhaps for the first time, that blood was on his hands, both physically and emotionally.

      And no amount of scrubbing would ever wash it away.

      Vincent still shook as the adrenaline wore off and Viktor thrust a shot of vodka into his hand. “Here,” he said. “Have a few. It’ll take the edge off.”

      One of the men in the circle, a guy with long hair and a gangly body, inserted himself into the conversation and pointed to the dying Anatoly. “Don’t think it’ll help him too much, though.”

      Laughs were shared as Vincent stared at Anatoly. He on the ground, helpless, his pupils dilated, when a ghastly, sickening gasp of air released from his body as he finally departed the realm of the living.
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      After many shots of vodka, Vincent was back at his motel. The killing of Anatoly weighed heavy on his heart and mind as the early morning sun rose in the east with the blood-red hue peeking through the blinds.

      I had to do it.

      I had no other choice.

      Vincent paced the room. His mind raced with a jumble of thoughts, thoughts that had plagued him in the past twenty-four hours, in which he hadn’t slept a wink.

      He was a scumbag. Probably killed more than one innocent person in his lifetime.

      Vincent sighed, pulling at his hair as he wondered how a man such as himself, a man who had killed plenty of people in the line of defense before, was so racked with guilt.

      They made me do it.

      They forced us to fight.

      They forced me to kill that man.

      It was self-defense.

      Vincent was having a tough time dealing with his new reality, but he continued to tell himself that it was something that needed to be done, and there were far more pressing issues at hand than worrying about some dead brawler.

      Vincent retrieved his other burner phone, which he hid under the mattress, and punched in Stone’s number.

      He was eager to drop the bombshell on her and Kosinski that someone else other than the infamous Viktor was running the show.

      She answered, “Special Agent Stone.”

      “It’s me,” Vincent said. “We got a problem.”

      “Are you all right?”

      Vincent shrugged. “Banged up a little, but I’ll live.”

      “What’s going on?”

      “I just had a little last-minute meet-and-greet with Viktor.”

      “Why? I thought you just saw him.”

      “I did. Tonight, I met his boss. A man by the name of Ivan Petrov.”

      Vincent thought he could hear her almost choke. “Ivan Petrov?”

      “Have you heard of him before?”

      A sigh from Stone. “Yeah. We have. His name has popped on and off our radar in the past couple of years. He’s a former KGB spy who worked alongside men like Putin. The only difference between the two of them is that Petrov advertises the fact that he’s a damn mobster instead of lying about it or trying to hide it.”

      “Political opinions aside, what does that mean?”

      “Can you meet me?”

      Vincent weighed the options. “Quickly.”

      “Will do. Greyhound station in downtown. One hour. And I’m bringing Kosinski with me.”

      “What the hell for?”

      “Because Petrov’s name came across my desk a month ago in regards to this case, and the prick said it was nothing to worry about.”

      Vincent clenched the phone with a tight grip, not surprised in the slightest by the fact that Kosinski—once again—had lied to him.
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        * * *

      

      “Who the hell is Ivan Petrov?” Vincent asked Kosinski inside the Greyhound station near the heart of the city. Stone sat to his right with her arms crossed and an irked expression.

      “Ivan Petrov?” Kosinski asked, a confused look on his face.

      “Cut the shit, Kosinski,” Stone said. “Agent Winslow reported that name to us when he was working undercover on Viktor. You said Petrov was nothing to worry about, and now you have amnesia all of a sudden?”

      Kosinski dropped the act and smirked as he took a beat to gather his composure. It was dark in the station. Only a single homeless person rested on the thick plastic orange benches, and a bored and fatigued-looking employee sat behind the counter in a half-stupor as the smell of disinfectant permeated the air around the terminal.

      “Ivan Petrov,” he said, “is Viktor’s boss. They call him the Ghoul of Serbia. He’s a bad man. A really bad man.”

      “And he just got put on the playing field,” Vincent replied. “And you never gave anyone the heads-up. Why? What game are you playing?”

      “You know as well as I do that this kind of work is a delicate dance. This is espionage, Vincent, and sometimes I have to play certain pieces of information close to the vest until I know what’s at stake.”

      “Bullshit. There’s something else going on here. What is it?”

      A pause from Kosinski, as if he was sizing Vincent up and choosing his words carefully before he spoke. “We want Viktor so we can get him to flip on Petrov. We nail Viktor, we get Petrov, and both of them will answer for the death of Agent Winslow.”

      Vincent huffed. “Why the hell didn’t you say this before?”

      “We didn’t want to spook Petrov,” Kosinski said. “Besides, we had no idea he’d even show up.”

      Vincent took a moment as he paced the scuffed and worn linoleum floor. “Something doesn’t feel right,” he said. “And I can’t put my finger on it…”

      Vincent’s cell phone buzzed. He held up a finger to Stone and Kosinski and answered it. “Yeah?”

      “It’s Viktor. The deal is on. Ivan says we’re good for one hundred K for one hundred pieces.”

      “What?” Vincent said. “That’s bullshit, Romy. We agreed to one hundred and fifty.”

      “You agreed to new terms after the second shot of vodka tonight.”

      Vincent hung his head when the memory of Ivan bullshitting/conning/flattering him at the bar, while being drunk off his ass, flashed through his brain. “Shit…”

      “That’s what Ivan does, man,” Viktor said. “He wears you down and fucks with your brain.”

      Vincent was pissed. How could I have not seen this coming?

      “Fine,” Vincent said. “I’m not going to fuck with Ivan’s wishes.”

      “It’s a good thing you don’t,” Viktor said. “Trust me.”

      “When do we do this?”

      “Three hours.”

      Vincent's eyes widened. “Three hours? Romy, that’s too soon.”

      “It’s what Ivan wants,” Viktor said. “So do it. We’ll call you with the location in a few.”

      “I’m choosing the location.”

      “Not anymore. It’s Ivan’s way or no way at all.”

      The phone disconnected, and Vincent stood there staring at it.

      “What’s going on?” Stone asked.

      Vincent barely spared her a glance. “We need to move,” he said, his words clipped. “Now.”

      “Move?” Kosinski said. “What are you talking about?”

      Vincent headed toward the door. “The deal is now going down in three hours,” he said. “This is the only chance to save these girls. This is the only way we can nail Romy and get him to roll over, and we need to take it.”

      Kosinski pulled his cell out and left the station to coordinate with his people, scrambling to make their final move.
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      Viktor hung up the phone inside his office at The Comrade and looked at Ivan, seated behind him at Viktor’s desk with his feet up on the table and a cigarette in his hand. “We’re on,” Viktor said. “Brody is on the hook.”

      Ivan smiled, like a man entertained by the punch line to a joke only he knew. “How long did you say you knew this man Brody?”

      Viktor shrugged. “Ten years, maybe. I haven’t seen him since our last deal.”

      Ivan flicked the ash from his smoke with a flick of the wrist. “That’s what fucking astounds me, Romy…”

      Viktor felt the air around him becoming thin. “What do you mean, boss?”

      Ivan took a long drag of his smoke. “I think,” he said, “that you are, by far, one of the most incompetent employees I have ever met in my life. You are so…” Ivan held his hand up, clenched his teeth, formed a fist, and shook it at God. “I don’t know the words,” he finished, letting his hand fall into his lap. “I don’t think there is a good enough adjective to describe your stupidity.”

      Viktor’s heart raced, Ivan’s turn in personality, making him feel a little on edge. He needed to charm his boss. Kiss his ass, if necessary. “I’m not sure what I’ve done to offend you, boss, but—”

      Ivan held up a hand. “I don’t have the time or inclination for a back-and-forth about how or why you failed, nor do I want to discuss with you the severity of your punishment.”

      “What?” Viktor said. “I don't understand.”

      “That,” Ivan said, as he calmly pulled a gun from his jacket, “is exactly my point.”

      Viktor heard the pop, but he couldn’t figure out the source. He looked around the room, swiveled his head, and found that it began to feel…heavy.

      Viktor swayed in place, a strange feeling of fatigue overcoming him as he looked down and saw a puncture wound drilled into his chest. Only one thought ran through Viktor’s mind.

      Put your finger in it.

      Ivan stood up as Viktor fell to his knees, the world slowly edging to a black void as Ivan tossed the .32-caliber revolver on the floor, discarding it like he’d discarded Viktor’s life.

      “I knew,” Ivan said, “that you would be dumb enough to let this Brody back in your company, even after he claims he went to prison after a deal that saw ten of my best men put behind bars for life.”

      Viktor looked at his boss, fear coursing through his veins as Ivan placed a hand on his shoulder and looked him dead in the eye.

      “Do you remember that day?” Ivan continued. “The day my men went away for that deal with Ethan Brody?”

      “I…I do.”

      “Then you remember,” Ivan continued, “that one of them was my son. My son that was killed by five men and a rusty razor in a prison shower…”

      Viktor closed his eyes in shame. “Yes.”

      “I always blamed you for that.” Ivan stood up, his otherwise chill-inducing appearance now somewhat lax and saddened. “You and Brody…or should I say, Vincent. Detective Edgar Vincent.” A fire burned in his eyes at the mention of the name. “I just had to be patient while I organized my move for retaliation…”

      Viktor’s eyes widened. “What…” he said, the life fleeing him now in waves. “What are you talking about?”

      Ivan shook his head. “You damn fool,” he said. “Ethan Brody’s real name is Edgar Vincent. He’s a cop, you stupid ingrate!”

      Viktor was having trouble staying upright. “How…how do you know?”

      Ivan laughed. “You really think it’s that hard to buy off a cop? Come on, Viktor! I’ve had an inside source on this case being leveled against you for months. How do you think we fingered that FBI agent you killed, to begin with?”

      Viktor slumped in shame.

      “This is simple,” Ivan said, reaching for his pistol on the desk and once more becoming an emotional void. “Edgar Vincent set up a fake deal ten years ago that put my son in jail. My son was killed.” Ivan paused, closing his eyes briefly. “I see two people as being responsible for that: you and Detective Edgar Vincent. Your mistake was out of sheer stupidity, which I will forgive by killing you quickly. But Vincent?” Ivan shook his head. “A cop deliberately set up my son and signed his death certificate. He’s going to die slowly. Painfully…”

      Viktor closed his eyes and accepted his fate, a man that lived as fast as he was about to die. “Finish it,” he said in Russian.

      “My pleasure,” Ivan responded in his native tongue as he cocked the hammer on the gun, pressed the muzzle to Viktor’s head, and fired off a shot that split the man’s head in two.

      Ivan, his torso covered in blood and completely without care, pulled out his phone and dialed a number for the contact that had given him the 411 on Ethan Brody’s true identity.

      “It’s me,” he said. “Viktor is off the playing field.” He clenched the phone tighter in his incredibly large fist, a wicked smile forming on his lips as he thought of sweet revenge. “I’m ready for Edgar Vincent.”
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      Kosinski opened a crate of five AR-15s and stood back so Vincent could take a look. The two of them stood in the motel room where Vincent had taken a swipe at his former employer just a day earlier.

      “Van is downstairs with the rest of the rifles,” Kosinski said as Vincent took a look at the weapons for any flaws. “You need to take a few of my guys this time, in case the deal goes wrong.”

      “No way,” Vincent said. “And I already told you why.”

      Kosinski sucked air through his teeth. “We ain’t negotiating this time, ace. I’m not letting a bunch of criminals with guns back you up. One of them might pop a shot off in your dome and put you in the ground. As much as I might like that”—Vincent snorted—“it just isn’t worth the paperwork.”

      Vincent closed the case. “Who’s coming with me?”

      Two men approached Vincent—one black, one white. They were dressed like thugs, complete with leather jackets, jeans, boots, and grizzled appearances, but it was obvious to Vincent they were DEA.

      “Carlson,” the white one said.

      “Andrews,” the black one said.

      Vincent nodded his approval. “We’re going to get the location anytime now. Do we have any people ready to scope out the location?”

      “A few people,” Kosinski said. “Yeah. We won’t have much time to check this place out beforehand. Viktor and his people could already be there.”

      “Most likely, they are. But we’re better safe than sorry.”

      “Safe would have included you making sure that you got Viktor to stick to the original plan of letting you pick the location.”

      “I might have done that if you took the time to tell me about Petrov, you hypocritical fuckwad.”

      Andrews and Carlson bit their lips and subtly averted their gazes to keep themselves from laughing.

      Kosinski took a step closer to Vincent with a jutted jaw and a hangman’s gaze. “You look a little tired, Vincent. You sure you don’t need to take a nap or something, son?”

      Vincent turned away from the crate and came nose to nose with his old boss. “What you can do is go to hell, and I’m not your son.”

      Kosinski said nothing.

      All he did was smile.

      But, oddly enough for Vincent, he remembered that smile on Kosinski ten years prior, that same, shit-eating grin that followed after Vincent had told him that he’d killed a man in the line of duty—and Kosinski thought it was funny.

      “Enough,” Stone cut in as she wedged herself between them. “We need to get ready. Tonight’s the last shot at finding these girls. So kill the pissing contest. Those girls are still out there. We don’t have time for this.”

      No one argued with Stone—she was more than right.

      As Vincent was halfway into going over some logistical plans with Carlson and Andrews, his burner phone buzzed with a text. Everyone hung on in anticipation as he read it.

      “We’re on,” he announced as he pocketed the phone. “Let’s get this thing done.”

      Badges were donned. Radios were tuned in. Guns were locked and loaded. And no one had the slightest clue that they were about to walk into an ambush.
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      The location that Viktor had texted Vincent was a dock near a closed-up and tightly locked warehouse near the water. Night had fallen. The only light on the dock came from the moon overhead.

      After finalizing plans back at the motel, Kosinski had sent two men to scope out the location from a distance. “They couldn’t find anything,” Kosinski said. “No one’s there yet.”

      “Bullshit,” Vincent said. “Viktor won’t mess this up by showing up blind.”

      “Take my word or not, Vincent, I don’t give a shit. Just get this damn thing done,” Kosinski said with a scowl, clearly at the end of his rope.

      He stormed off as Carlson and Andrews loaded the last of the weapons into the van. Stone approached Vincent, hands in her pockets, and sporting a bulletproof vest. “Soon as you give us the green light,” she said, “we’ll come in running.”

      “Move fast,” Vincent said, checking the rounds in his pistol. “Something smells off. This whole thing just… I don’t know.”

      Stone placed a hand on Vincent’s arm. “It’ll be over in a half-hour. This is a slam dunk. Just get him to hand you the cash, and we’re golden.”

      Vincent tucked away his gun and zipped up his jacket. “Yeah,” he said. “Let’s hope that’s the case.”

      Ten minutes later, Vincent, Carlson, and Andrews arrived in the van with the crates of AR-15s and pulled up to the docks, a thick and wide stretch of wood that pointed toward the water, a warehouse and an office building painted a weather-worn green on its left side.

      An Escalade was parked at the end of the docks. Vincent took his time behind the wheel of the van as he blasted the headlights and looked around. “You guys see anything?” he said to Carlson and Andrews.

      They looked around.

      “Nothing,” Andrews said.

      “Nothing at all, boss,” Carlson chimed in.

      Vincent tightened his grip on the wheel. “Just keep your eyes peeled,” he said. “Someone’s hanging out in the shadows…”

      Vincent parked the van about twenty feet from the Escalade, resting his pistol on his lap. “Carlson,” he said, “you’ll show Viktor the guns. Andrews, you’ll stay posted up in the rear while I check the cash. Soon as I shake Viktor’s hand, I’ll give Stone the code word. Stay frosty. Stay alert. If you spot something, call it out.”

      Both men nodded as Vincent took a breath.

      “Okay,” Vincent said. “Let’s do this.”

      All three men got out of the van, keeping their weapons drawn and draped at their sides.

      The front passenger door to the Escalade opened, and a short, bald man wearing a white leather jacket exited. Two things were instantly clear to Vincent—he wasn't Viktor, and he'd never seen this man before.

      “Who the hell are you?’ Vincent asked Carlson and Andrews, flanking him.

      The guy in the white jacket stopped, took out a cigarette, lit it, and puffed. “I’m Tony,” he said.

      “Great story.” Vincent shook his head like he didn’t care. “Where the hell is Viktor?”

      The guy smirked. “No more Viktor. He’s…retired.”

      Vincent felt a tug in his gut.

      This isn’t good.

      “I’m not playing games,” he said to Tony, looking around the dock for signs of trouble. “I want to talk to Viktor.”

      “You deal with me now,” Tony said. “Let me see the guns.”

      Vincent paused, still glancing around. “Cash first,” he said. “I want to know you’re for real.”

      The guy paused, took a puff, flicked the cigarette into the water, and snapped his fingers. The driver’s side of the Escalade opened, and a man in a blue windbreaker hopped out hefting a large canvas bag on his shoulder.

      “Send someone over,” Tony said.

      Vincent looked at Carlson in a way that said, Watch my six.

      Carlson nodded.

      Vincent slowly walked toward Tony, the man’s greasy face coming into clearer view with each step he took. Vincent stopped five feet short of the man. “Open it. Show me.”

      The man looked at Tony. Tony nodded. The man opened the bag and showed Vincent stacks of cash wrapped in pink plastic bags.

      “The guns?” Tony said.

      Vincent stood back. Carlson then retreated to the back of the van, grabbed one of the crates by the handle, dragged it over to the front of the van’s headlights, and opened it. The man in the windbreaker approached Carlson. He looked inside the crate, examined it, and then gave Tony a thumbs-up.

      Tony looked at Vincent and offered a handshake. “I’ll have my guys load up the guns.”

      Vincent looked at Tony with a curious eye, an awkward and uncomfortable feeling overcoming him as he shook the man’s hand. “Sounds good, friend…” Vincent then drew a breath as he prepared to give the word. “It’s been a damn good time.”

      The scene came to life with roar of spotlights, cars, emergency sirens, and red and blue lights flashing along the dock as Stone called out from a megaphone, “FBI! Put your weapons down and put your hands on top of your head.”

      Tony and his friend in the windbreaker smiled, placed their hands on their heads, and dropped to their knees as a flurry of agents from the DEA and FBI converged on them. They offered no resistance.

      Almost as if it was planned in advance.

      “Wait a second,” Vincent said. “What the hell is this?”

      “What’s wrong, man?” Tony said. “I didn’t know you were a cop. But you caught us. Good job.”

      An agent then brushed Vincent aside as he slapped the cuffs on Tony. “Oh,” Tony said as the agent read him his rights.

      The agent swept Tony away as Stone ran up to Vincent. “Wow,” she said. “That went a lot smoother than I would have thought.”

      Vincent cocked his head, holstering his weapon as he glanced around at the organized chaos on the dock. “A little too smooth.”

      Stone looked at Tony. “He say anything about Viktor?”

      Vincent shrugged. He pointed to Tony as an agent stuffed him into the back of a car. “Nothing in detail. Don’t worry about it, though. Our friend here said he was going to give us the location of where he stashed the girls.”

      Stone was nothing shy of stunned. “No…really? He said that?”

      Vincent took the cigarette pack in his pocket out, crumpled it, and tossed it onto the deck. “Yep,” he said, losing the accent and cracking his neck to shake off any last traces of Ethan Brody. “That’s what he said.”

      He saw Tony crack a smile as he stared at Vincent and Stone, Vincent knowing right then and there that everything was about to get a whole lot more complicated.
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      Ivan Petrov’s plan had played out smoothly—Tony and his cohort were in custody; the DEA and the FBI would be given the address for the missing girls shortly.

      As Tony and his friend cooperated with the DEA and the FBI, Ivan grabbed his stuff from his five-star hotel room on Wacker Drive as he packed his bags for the plane ride out of O’Hare.

      His cell phone only rang once.

      All Ivan heard was breathing.

      “Brother,” Ivan said into the phone in Russian. “The time has come. Meet me at the airport.”

      “Da.”

      Ivan hung up and moved to the mirror to check his suit—still wrinkle-free and well worth the exorbitant price.

      Ivan looked at his features and couldn’t help but think of his son, the one that Vincent had locked up and sent to his death. The son he’d bounced on his knee as a child and taught soccer when he was only four years old.

      Vincent had taken that from Ivan.

      And now it was time for him to pay.

      Ivan held his head high, reeled in his emotions, and grabbed his bags before moving for the door.
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        * * *

      

      A few hours later, he was making a beeline through a cramped sports bar in the LaGuardia airport terminal. Its blaring TVs and shiny wood paneling appealed to its bustling yet weary clientele.

      Ivan ordered a beer.

      Two minutes later—he walked in.

      He was short, but, even though the dark coat with the collar turned up and the semi-baggy jeans, he was clearly an athletic man. His hair was cropped low and his sharp jaw, lined with dark stubble, complemented his equally sharp and soulless eyes.

      He said nothing as stood next to Ivan and kept a neutral gaze on the bottles of liquor at the bar.

      Ivan pulled out an envelope from his inside coat pocket and slipped it under the counter. “Your payment. All of it in advance.”

      The man in the coat didn’t bother counting or even looking at the money.

      “We wait here until Edgar Vincent goes back to his home,” Ivan said. “After that, we follow him, take his family, and rip them to shreds in front of him. As slowly as possible. As long as possible. Are you fine with this?”

      The man nodded.

      He had done a lot worse for a lot less.
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        * * *

      

      Vincent had his cell phone to his ear inside the DEA’s Chicago office, popping a pair of Tylenol in his mouth then grabbing a cold cup of coffee and swigging them back. “Come on, come on…” he pleaded as Claire’s phone just rang and rang. It rang twice more before going to voicemail.

      Vincent closed his eyes, disappointed. “Hey, honey,” he said as soon as he heard the beep. “I want you to know that it’s over. The case, I mean. And I, uh…”

      Vincent felt the words forming but couldn’t bring himself to say them. After the deal on the docks with Tony and everything that had happened in the past couple of days, Vincent had begun to realize something, a certain aspect of his life that he knew he needed to change.

      “Let me know if you want me to come to Big Bear,” he said. “I’m done for the next few weeks. If not, then I understand.”

      Someone was snapping their fingers to get his attention. Vincent looked around the office and saw Stone near the interrogation room calling him over. “I gotta go, sweetie,” he said. “But text or call. I’ll be done here in an hour. Love you.”

      He hung up and hustled over to Stone. She stepped outside of the interrogation room. “Tony wants to cut a deal.”

      “What kind of deal?” Vincent asked.

      “Reduced sentence in exchange for the location of the missing girls, which he is prepared to give up to us immediately upon signing the agreement.”

      Vincent huffed, already dismayed at the fact that Tony—or more likely Ivan—was making the police dance to the beat of his tune.

      He gestured to the door. “Can I get a crack at him?”

      Stone stood aside.

      “Got his rap sheet?” Vincent asked.

      Stone held up a manila folder with Tony’s name written in black ink. “The DA’s deal is on the inside. Signed, sealed, delivered.”

      Stone handed it over to Vincent as he walked inside the room.

      Tony was relaxed, staring at his palms and casually picking at his calloused fingers as Vincent walked in and closed the door behind him. Tony glanced up, but that was it. He went back to what he was doing.

      Vincent pulled out a chair and sat. “Heard you want to make a deal.”

      Tony shrugged. “Only if you agree to my terms.”

      Vincent opened Tony’s file and glanced at the infractions, of which there were many. “You’ve taken a lot of bullets for Ivan Petrov before, haven’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      Vincent ran a finger down the rap sheet and ticked off the greatest hits: “Robbery. Extortion. Racketeering. See, I’m looking at your sheet here, and it seems to me that you ended up taking the rap for a lot of stuff that Chicago PD was fingering other guys for.”

      Tony smiles. “Don’t know what you mean.”

      Vincent drew a breath. “You know what a fall guy is?”

      “Is it exactly how it sounds?”

      “It is. And you’re the fall guy.”

      “No way, man. I’m just a concerned citizen who wants to reform himself and cleanse my soul of its mortal sins.”

      Vincent rolled his eyes and leaned back while Tony stared at him like he was an animal in a zoo. “You’re lucky, you know,” Vincent said.

      Tony blinked at him, failing miserably at his attempt to look innocent. “What do you mean, detective?”

      “Everyone wants those girls returned. That’s what this all boils down to.”

      “Which is why I’m prepared to tell you where they are.” Tony looked around the room as if some invisible third party would validate him. “I work for Ivan and Viktor,” he said. “I know things. Is that really so hard to believe?”

      “I believe you know where they are,” Vincent said. “I think you’re telling me the truth on that.” He leaned forward. “But I think you’re being paid to know where they are, and I think you showing up to that deal tonight was set up to play out exactly the way it played out. You knew what was going to happen tonight, but you’re okay with the outcome because Ivan wanted it that way.”

      Tony held his gaze, unblinking, then leaned in. “Detective, you’re wasting precious minutes asking me useless questions when there are women whose time is running out as we speak.”

      Vincent felt his hand cramping from the stress. Tony tapped his finger as he waited for Vincent to make his next move. Right now, they were both playing a chess match—and Tony was winning.

      “Okay,” Vincent finally said. “If you tell us where the missing girls are, and we find them alive, all of them, the DA will work with you to give you a reduced sentence.”

      A pause from Tony. “My lawyer told you my stipulations. Yes?”

      “He did. And you’ll get them if we find them all. Alive.” Vincent produced the signed deal drafted by the district attorney’s office.

      “You have a pen?” Tony asked.

      Vincent took one from his pocket and clicked it. He handed it over, and Tony scribbled his name on the bottom and displayed a smile like he had just won the lottery. “Four-seven-seven-seven Slough Avenue,” he said. “And you had better hurry.”
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        * * *

      

      Vincent, Stone, and uniformed members of the Chicago PD screeched to a halt in a sea of cruisers outside the truck-loading zone of a brick warehouse with grimy trim, the place overrun with weeds and mold spreading like veins along the brick. Pistols drawn, shotguns were out, and a mob of law enforcement moved inside the warehouse, flashlights flooding the surfaces.

      The group spread out, all of them partnered up and moving like water through a brook. It only took ten seconds of searching before a patrolman shouted from the rear, “Here! Over here!”

      Vincent and Stone hustled into a back-office converted into a makeshift chain-link holding cell. It was a giant structure, with its main gate padlocked tight, and in the center were ten young women, from toddlers to teens.

      They looked to be shivering cold, pale, dirty and weary, with their hands raised over their brows to shade their eyes from the brightness of the flashlights.

      “We got them,” Stone called out. “They’re back here!”

      Vincent’s sorrows and stress began to slip away, the adrenaline from the past few days finally subsiding as he holstered his weapon and stood back. Stone, with a wide and satisfied grin on her face, patted him on the back and gestured to the girls. “You did this,” she said. “You found them. This is all you.”

      Vincent nodded and said nothing, still deep in thought.

      “Feels good,” Stone added. “Doesn’t it?”

      Vincent couldn’t lie: it did. He felt relieved, tired, and happy all at once at the sight of the missing girls. It was mission fucking accomplished.

      Or so he thought.
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      A team of EMTs checked out the girls; all of them were relatively healthy, save for a few cases of dehydration, one who appeared malnourished, and a pair who looked like they were coming down from some narcotic.

      “All ten of them are here,” Stone said. Vincent sat on the hood of a cruiser as detectives, patrolmen, and representatives of the DEA crowded the scene. “Each and every one.”

      “Any sign of Ivan?” Vincent asked, gaze fixated on the pavement.

      Stone shook her head. “I had a few agents storm The Comrade and few other hangouts that you mentioned. He’s in the wind. Probably long gone.”

      “And Viktor?”

      “Same. No one has the slightest clue where he is.”

      Vincent scoffed and hopped off the hood. “Because he’s stuffed in an oil drum or dissolving in a vat of acid somewhere. Viktor was just a pawn. He meant nothing in the greater scheme of things.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Vincent glanced at his knuckles—still raw and red from his bare-knuckle brawl in the basement of the bar, the man he had killed likely stuffed away in a dark hole, quite possibly alongside Viktor. The guilt of being forced to kill the man to maintain his cover flooded his mind. Vincent let out a deep sigh.

      “I need to tell you something,” he said. “And I’m not quite sure what kind of repercussions I’m going to face as a result.”

      Stone glanced around for prying ears and pulled Vincent off to the side. “Speak your mind.”

      Vincent took a moment. “When Viktor introduced me to Ivan, they made me participate in a fight to prove that I was legit.”

      “Okay…seems to me you made it out in one piece.”

      “Yeah…but the other guy didn’t.”

      Stone closed her eyes. “Look, I know you, Vincent. And I know that you only did what you had to do. You didn’t have a choice in the matter.”

      Vincent nodded. “I had no choice.”

      “The way I see it is that ten innocent lives were saved, and if a few assholes had to go down to make that happen, well…” She turned and looked at Vincent. “I’m not gonna lose any sleep over that. Are you?”

      Vincent was comforted by Stone’s words. They were accurate. Viktor and Anatoly were thugs, murderers, men who lived lives that ended by either jail or a bullet.

      So fuck them.

      Including Viktor and Anatoly.

      To hell with them all.

      But a nagging suspicion kept lingering in Vincent’s mind, a sensation, feelings of unresolved business.

      “I can’t get off one thing, though,” he said.

      “What is it?” Stone asked.

      “Ivan Petrov. When I met the guy…” Vincent trailed off, unable to find the words to describe what he felt when Ivan looked him in the eye and shook his hand. “I don’t know,” he said with a sigh. “Maybe I’m just exhausted, or maybe I’m too close to this thing.”

      “I think I agree,” Stone said with a grin. “I think it’s time you do the one thing you never do.”

      He chuckled. “What’s that?”

      Stone tilted her head. “Take a break.”

      “What about the paperwork?”

      She waved a hand. “Don’t sweat it. I’ll call you in a week. I’ve got it covered. Just don’t fall off the radar on me.”

      Stone wandered over to Kosinski, who was by a car with a few DEA and FBI agents, as Vincent looked up at the sky and, for the briefest of moments, felt his mind cleared of tension. He’d done his job. He’d done what needed to be done. Good guys won; bad guys lost. His role in the game had ended, and it was time to don his dad hat, hop on a plane, and connect with the person in his life that mattered most.
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        * * *

      

      Claire Vincent heard a knock on the front door of the cabin.

      She approached the door. Her hand drifted to the pocketknife her father had given her after the last time she answered the door when she shouldn’t have, ready to bury the knife into the gut of whatever unwanted visitor was standing outside the door.

      “Who is it?” she asked as she pressed her cheek to the wooden door.

      “A deadbeat dad.”

      Claire relaxed at the sound of her father, turned the locks, and swung the door open, her eyes misting as she saw her bruised and tender-looking father standing in the doorway with a sheepish expression and a slouch in his shoulders.

      Claire couldn’t help but smile when she saw him, the tears flowing freely as she ran into his arms and hugged him by the waist like she did when she was six. It was a joyous reunion, one that caused both of them to forget about the past few days and resume their to-do list, which included hot chocolate, hikes in the snow, and some trips in town for some unnecessary shopping. It was precisely the thing that both members of the Vincent clan needed.

      And it would end abruptly by the time the sunset the following evening.
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      Vincent slept in until noon the following morning, a much-needed respite from the past few days, something easily accomplished due to the warm atmosphere of the cabin and the nature-nourished silence that surrounded the area.

      He awoke to the smell of freshly brewed coffee.

      “Good morning!” Claire said from the kitchen to his left. “How’d you sleep?”

      Vincent coughed out the grogginess as he moved toward the kitchen and then slid into the breakfast nook, surveying the interior of the sprawling log cabin and fully appreciating the craftsmanship now it was broad daylight. “Nice place you booked, Claire Bear,” he said. “It’s pretty cozy. Is this the same one we booked before you left?”

      He’d pulled the address from the booking confirmation she forwarded him after she decided to fly to Big Bear solo, and he was playing coy with her over its price tag, which was significantly higher than the joint they had booked when the trip was first planned.

      “Yeah,” she said. “About that…”

      Vincent reached for a mug and poured himself a cup of morning glory. “You changed the reservation. Correct?”

      Claire smiled, but the silence said everything.

      “How much?”

      “Five hundred a night…” she said, looking at her father nervously.

      Vincent’s coffee nearly came out of his nose. “Good Lord!”

      Claire held up her hands. “I know. And I’m sorry, but I was mad after you said you weren’t coming so I upgraded the cabin.”

      “On my credit card, too, apparently.”

      “I know. I shouldn’t have. I’ll reimburse you from my savings. I promise. I’ll transfer it tonight! I was wrong to—” Vincent hugged his daughter and squeezed her like a bear. “You’re squishin’ me!”

      “Forget about the money,” he said. “This trip is on me.”

      “But Dad—” Claire protested through muffled breaths.

      “Hush now,” Vincent said. “What’s done is done. You and I need a break, so we’re going to live it to the max. Price means nothing. You got it?”

      Claire looked up and saluted. “Copy that, sir!”

      They released the hug, Vincent going back to his coffee as Claire pulled a carton of eggs from the fridge. “You know,” she said, “it really is a nice place. There’s a hot tub on the deck outside in the back.”

      “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “Nope!”

      “Have you used it yet?”

      “Please. I’m a twenty-one-year-old woman. I’ve used it four times already. It’s like the Cadillac of hot tubs.”

      “Well,” Vincent said, looking around the spacious cabin and its four-star amenities—fifty-inch TV, plush couches, multiple bedrooms, high-quality leather, and polished wood, “go big or go home. I guess.”

      Claire grabbed a pan, put it on the stove, and turned on the burners. “Well,” she said, “we’ve got three whole days left. What should we do with them?”

      Vincent shrugged, still drained from his exploits of the past few days and ready to go with the flow. “Anything you want, my dear,” he said. “This is your trip.”

      Claire looked out one of the bay windows to the sprawling forest ripe with pines. “There’s a trail there I want to hike,” she said. “I keep meaning to do it early in the morning, but I just haven’t yet.”

      “Because you’re like me.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      “You hate hiking.”

      Claire laughed. “True. It’s good for you. I get that, but Blech. I just don’t like it.”

      “Well,” Vincent said, ready to toy with his daughter, “you probably couldn’t keep up with me anyway.”

      Claire turned with a playful look on her face. “Is that a challenge? Like first one to get to the top of the trail gets a hundred bucks’ kind of thing?”

      Vincent shook his head. “A hundred bucks? Who paid for this cabin? That’s your hundred bucks right there, princess.”

      After Claire cooked breakfast, they sat down and ate, and then she retreated to grab her running gear. “Might want to withdraw that money now!” she called out as she flew up the stairs to her room. “Cause I’m about to kick your freaking butt!”

      Vincent sighed as he set down his coffee, turned off the pot, and changed into his running shoes. He wasn’t in the mood for a race, much less any kind of physical activity. But it was what his daughter wanted, and he’d trek up K2 right now if it meant being able to maintain a relationship he was always in jeopardy of losing.

      Minutes later, they were on the trail, walking at a brisk pace and soaking in the splendor of Mother Nature, Vincent teasing and joking with his daughter as they let their worries slip away and simply enjoyed the moment.

      Completely oblivious they were being watched.
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      The trail was surrounded with tremendously tall trees that looked to be touching the sky on the entire two-mile trek, the air fresh with the scent of pine as Vincent and Claire ran in an all-out sprint toward the mile-one marker.

      “Keep up!” Claire called out, slightly ahead of her father. “I’m gonna beat you!”

      Vincent, giving it everything he had, felt the last bits of energy leave his body as he waved his daughter off and came to a stop in the middle of the trail. His hands were on his knees as Claire pumped her fists in the air the moment she reached the marker, shouting at the top of her lungs, “Claire Elizabeth Vincent! Victorious once again!”

      Vincent, still catching his breath, applauded her as he caught up. “You’re faster than I remember, kid,” he said. “Well done.”

      “Helps that I run laps around the block at home,” Claire said, hands on her hips as she jogged in place. “I always try to get Mom to join me when I visit, but she’s gone more often than not.”

      “New husband and her traveling a lot, huh?”

      “All the time.”

      They looked out and over the land; the sky was blue and full of promise as the sun slowly descended into the west. “Man,” Vincent said in wonder. “Despite its faults, California has some natural beauty.”

      Claire nodded. “Don’t get much of this in Hollow Green, right?”

      “Rarely,” Vincent said. “It’s pretty flat out there.”

      “Plenty of things to do, though, especially for you.”

      Images of the various cases Vincent had been involved in—and the face of Anatoly—flashed through Vincent’s mind. Too many to count, he thought.

      “Hey,” Claire said. “You all right?”

      “Yeah.” Vincent shook off the daydreaming. “Just a lot going on back there. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t happy to be away from it.”

      Claire looked down and kicked at the dirt. “You’re usually such a fiend for it.”

      “That used to be the case. Yeah.”

      Claire looked up at her father. “Something’s up. I can see it in your eyes. I mean, you’re pretty beat up physically from what just happened, but I’ve seen you like that before.”

      Vincent recalled the various injuries he had sported while in the company of his daughter. “No kid should have to deal with that, Claire. You deserve better than that.” He walked over to a boulder wedged in between an incline and leaned against it. “All that aside, I can’t even count how many times I’ve let you down, this weekend included.”

      Claire walked over to her father. “I’ve come to terms with it. You’re trying. That’s all that counts.”

      Vincent shook his head. “Trying isn’t good enough. It’s about changing what my priorities are. Despite my best intentions, my job has always been my highest priority. But after this last round, after all, that happened.” His voice drifted, his mind no longer able to playback the countless memories.

      Vincent pushed off the rock and stared out at the horizon as if he could see into his future. “I think the time’s come,” he said, more to himself than to Claire.

      “For what?” Claire asked.

      Vincent faced his daughter. “To call it quits, hon—to leave Hollow Green…and the badge behind with it.”

      Claire pushed off the boulder and approached her father. “Seriously?”

      “Seriously,” Vincent said with all the conviction he could muster.

      “Well…what are you going to do?”

      “I’ll figure it out. I always do. Hell, driving a damn bus sounds more appealing now than going back to the job.”

      Claire stood silent for a moment. “You’re serious. You’re really going to leave Hollow Green. All of it. Just like that.”

      Vincent shrugged. “I’ll just write it off as quitting while I’m ahead.”

      Claire smiled. Vincent smiled. The two of them embraced, feeling like a page had been turned and a new beginning now awaited them both. “Want to finish the hike?” Vincent asked.

      “Yes.” Claire parted from the hug and drew a breath to kick-start the last leg of the hike, then a loud crack from a rifle rang out in the mountains.
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      Vincent felt like he was punched in the back.

      His left shoulder turned in, and the momentum spun him around.

      “Dad?” Claire froze in place with outstretched arms.

      Vincent, with a ribbon of blood running down his left side, understood what was happening and waved his daughter away. “Claire!” he yelled. “Run! Go!”

      Claire ran toward her father as two more shots pinged, kicking the dirt up around her feet.

      “No!” Vincent shouted. “Claire! Don’t!”

      Two more shots pinged close on Claire’s heels as she grabbed her father and dragged him to safety behind the boulder. “Dad!” she said. “Look at me. Are you okay?”

      Vincent threw a look over his shoulder and saw that he had been clipped in the shoulder by a small-caliber rifle—enough to maim, not enough to kill. “It hurts.” He winced. “But he’s not trying to kill us.”

      “What? How?”

      With their backs against a large boulder, Vincent surveyed his surroundings. They were at a bend in the road that curved to the left, concealed by the boulder and the steep mountainside behind it.

      Based on the source of the shots, the shooter was somewhere in the trees behind them. Forty yards, he estimated. Maybe fifty.

      “Dad. What do we do?”

      Vincent held up a hand to keep her quiet as he took account of their surroundings. To the left was the trail, leading up a mile and curving toward the top of the mountain.

      To the right, it led back down to the cabin. Based on how fast Claire and Vincent had run up the trail when they first arrived, Claire could run back down it in four minutes, minus one because it was downhill. But for the wounded Vincent, it would probably take a little longer.

      He decided.

      “You’ve gotta run.” He looked at his daughter.

      “What?”

      Vincent grabbed his daughter by the shoulders and pulled her in close. “No questions. No debates. I’m going to lead this guy away. You’re going to go back to the cabin. Zigzag the entire run down. It’ll be harder for him to line up a shot.”

      “But Dad—”

      “My gun is in my suitcase,” Vincent continued. “Grab it, load it, call the police, and wait for someone to come get you. If it’s anyone other than the cops or myself, you shoot them. Center mass and then to the head.”

      “Dad, please!”

      Vincent kissed his daughter on the cheek and offered up a little prayer in his head. “On three,” he said.

      “Dad—”

      “No more waiting—one.”

      Claire swallowed.

      “Two.”

      Claire readied herself to flee.

      “Three!”

      The two of them ran out of cover, Claire ducking right and Vincent ducking left. “Up here!” Vincent shouted to the sniper, waving his arms as he fled. “Here! Over here!”

      He threw a look over his shoulder. Claire sprinted down the hill, faster and harder than she had ever run in her life.

      Vincent ran in the opposite direction and continued waving his arms and calling out to the sniper hiding among the trees, but no shots rang out in reply.

      “What the fuck.” Vincent scanned the tree line. “Where the hell are you?”

      Nothing.

      Not a peep.

      Just the sounds of the wind rustling through the trees, Vincent, unsure of his next move, reversed directions and hightailed down the mountain after his daughter.
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        * * *

      

      When Vincent arrived and burst through the door, Claire whirled around with the gun pointed at him. “Whoa!” he shouted. “Claire, it’s me!”

      Claire lowered the weapon and breathed a sigh of relief. “Shit. I almost shot you!”

      Vincent threw the door shut and locked it, taking the pistol from Claire as he asked for her phone. He couldn’t find his. “Call the cops. Tell them what’s going on. Tell them we need help.”

      Claire searched around for the phone as Vincent moved around the house and began closing every curtain, drape, and opening that provided a view into the cabin. “Dad!” Claire shouted. “The phones aren’t working!”

      “Shit,” Vincent said, recalling that reception had been spotty here since they arrived. “Bring it in here. We’ll try to find a signal.”

      A primal, frightening, and gut-churning voice came from outside the cabin. “Vincent!”

      Ivan Petrov.

      Vincent and Claire fell silent.

      “Claire,” Vincent said, “bo and hide. Now.”

      “Dad—”

      “Now!”

      Claire retreated into the bathroom as Vincent scanned the place with his Glock.

      Two seconds passed.

      Five.

      Everything was still.

      A hail of gunfire tore through the front door.

      Vincent fell to his belly and rolled out of the way to his left as the door turned into sawdust. He rolled and fired his Glock in reply. As the gunfire died down, Vincent popped off one last shot before smoke choked the air.

      Vincent, with five bullets left in his clip, perched on one knee as Ivan called out, “I’m coming, Vincent. I’m coming to settle our business.”

      What the hell is he talking about?

      The windows in the kitchen behind Vincent shattered. Vincent again fell to the floor as glass showered all around him and the relentless onslaught of the gunfire became deafeningly loud.

      Then nothing.

      Vincent heard someone kick in the front door, followed by heavy boots as they stomped on the wooden floors.

      “Come out, come out, wherever you are,” Ivan said. “Let’s settle this like men.”

      Vincent raised his Glock over the counter and squeezed off two shots. Ivan fired in reply. Vincent ducked and covered behind the countertop.

      “I’ve got a shooter outside!” Ivan yelled. “You’re completely pinned down. Throw out your gun! Now!”

      Vincent checked the clip in his gun: only two shots left. He shook his head and pounded his fist in frustration on the floor.

      “It’s done, Vincent,” Ivan said. Vincent could tell he was inching closer. “Just come out. Let’s settle this like men.”

      Vincent heard Ivan’s booted feet approaching from the left.

      “You killed my son, Vincent,” Ivan said. “And now I’m going to kill your child in front of you.”

      Vincent surged to his feet. He drew a deep breath as Ivan appeared around the corner. Vincent pushed off the floorboards, rolled right, raised the gun, and fired off the last two rounds.

      Both landed center mass in Ivan’s chest. He shuddered violently, but his eyes stayed wide.

      “Game over, comrade,” Vincent said. Ivan fell to his back, the life fleeing his body.

      More gunfire erupted through the kitchen windows.

      Vincent flipped onto his stomach and crawled across the floor toward Ivan’s gun.

      He snatched the gun, raised it, and emptied the thing, returning fire.

      Everything fell silent.

      Five seconds passed.

      “Dad…” Claire called out in a whimper from the bathroom.

      Vincent rose to a half-crouch and moved toward the bathroom. He kicked the door open, looked inside, and saw his daughter lying on the ground. Her face was pale, and she was covered in blood.
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      Stone approached Vincent as he waited in the hallway of the ICU unit in a local hospital in Big Bear. Vincent was sitting in a chair with his head in his hands. When she approached, he looked up, eyes swollen. His arm was in a sling.

      “My God,” Stone said. “Are you all right? I heard what happened.”

      Vincent shook his head. “The doctor’s with Claire right now. She was shot.”

      Stone trembled. “Jesus…Jesus, I’m so sorry.”

      “Yeah.” Vincent stood up, avoiding eye contact. “Yeah, me too.” He paced the floor, his thoughts as scattered and tattered as his clothing.

      “Is she going to be okay?”

      “The doctors think so. She got hit once in the leg and in the arm. She’s lost a lot of blood, but they think she’ll be fine.”

      Stone breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God. That’s great news.”

      “Yeah. Let’s hope so.”

      Stone looked around. “What about your ex? Her mother?”

      “Hell if I know,” Vincent said. “That women is usually in one part of the world or another at any given moment. Paris was the last stop. Mexico before that.”

      “I’m, uh… I’m sorry to hear that.”

      “Don’t be. I pushed that woman away. Believe me. Only reason she keeps moving is because I kept her so stationary for so many years. I’ve caused my family a lot of trouble. Tonight is just another addition to the madness.”

      “You can’t blame yourself.”

      “I can. Believe me.”

      “I’ve got my people on the scene at the cabin,” Stone said. “They said they found two separate sets of shell casings, one inside the cabin—Ivan’s—and a scattering of rifle rounds in the trees about fifty yards from the kitchen windows.”

      Vincent nodded. “Ivan had someone with him, backing him up. This all started when Claire and I were on a hike. Someone shot me in the shoulder. I tried to draw the fire, so Claire could retreat, but the shooter never showed up until we got back to the cabin.”

      Stone closed her eyes, resting her palm against her head. “Ivan set it up,” she said. “Right? He wounds you, waits for you to go back to the cabin…” She sighed. “That must be why he had that case with him.”

      Vincent furrowed his brow. “What case?”

      “He brought torture tools with him. We found a case inside his coat. I’m assuming he was going to use them.”

      Vincent sat back down as thoughts of what could have happened to him, and his daughter plagued his mind. “He said I killed his son. He said he was there for revenge.”

      Stone looked around, like the answers to her questions were somewhere in the hallway. “I don’t… What does that mean?”

      “You’ll have to check old case files, but I think I might have put his kid away. It was probably that deal I worked for the DEA on Viktor ten years ago. Ivan’s kid gets locked away; something happens to him, so he blames me. This whole thing was a ruse to get me out in the open.”

      “Why didn’t he kill you when you got into that fight at the club? It was a perfect opportunity.”

      Vincent motioned down the hall to Claire’s room. “Because he wanted her, too. I just had to lead him back to her. That was the whole plan. Ivan didn’t know my real identity. He just knew about the Brody character. The DEA files were too well sealed to know my identity. So, Ivan draws me out of hiding, offs Viktor, sets up that deal, lets his guy take the fall, then he waits until I leave so he could follow me back here to kill my kid and me.”

      “How could he have found you?”

      “Someone must have followed me from the airport. The sniper he had with him, probably. Hell, they both might have been there, and I just didn’t know it.”

      Stone took a breath. “Look, it’s over now. Ivan Petrov is dead. The threat is over.”

      Vincent shook his head. “It’s not over,” he said. “Someone was with him in the woods. That sniper. I’m assuming you haven’t found a body.”

      “No,” Stone said. “Not yet. But my guys said they found a blood trail leading away from the tree line where he was shooting from. He’s most likely dead, based on the amount of blood they found. But even if he’s not, he’s wounded, so he can’t get too far.”

      Vincent rose again and glanced down the hallway, looking but not seeing anything. “No,” he said. “No, he’s around. Ivan may be dead. But this isn’t over.” He moved toward Claire’s room. “Not yet.”
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      The sniper was a highly trained, and ruthless man that had become so accustomed to a hardened lifestyle that a bullet wound to the stomach was nothing more than a minor inconvenience.

      After fleeing the cabin and making the trek back to the motel just outside of Big Bear, the sniper doused his wound with alcohol, cleaned and stitched it, and wrapped it with a bandage from the kit he had in his bag.

      He then changed into clean clothes, disassembled and stored his sniper rifle in a bag, and went about making his next move, now with a Beretta, a shotgun, and a hunting knife at his disposal.

      He laid the instruments on the bed, checked the rounds, cleaned them, and stuffed them in a duffel bag.

      The sniper knew that Vincent was wounded, perhaps his daughter as well. The sniper knew that he needed to be systematic, and the best way to accomplish that was by scouring the nearby hospitals and seeing if Vincent and his kid had checked in.

      It didn’t matter that Ivan was dead. It didn’t matter that the man who hired the sniper was killed. He had been paid to do a job, and he was damn well going to finish it.
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        * * *

      

      Claire was stable and asleep an hour after Stone arrived at the hospital. Vincent was by her side, clutching her hand. She remained pale and asleep.

      The hospital monitors blipped and beeped and reminded Vincent she was alive. Every few seconds, he would watch her as she breathed, just like he did when she was a baby in her crib. He always hoped for the best but prepared himself for the worst, and this time was no different.

      Seconds earlier, the doctor had left, his prognosis that Claire’s condition seemed stable. But they would update Vincent in the next few hours. Tears welled up in his eyes as he chastised himself for allowing this to happen to his only daughter.

      This is your fault.

      You did this.

      You and your obsession with this job.

      It’s cost you everything: your marriage, your sanity, your health, and you almost lost your little girl as a result.

      The tears from his eyes flowed freely.

      Damn you.

      God damn you, Edgar Vincent. This is your responsibility. Your doing. You put Claire in this position. This is the end of the line, champ. Your days of being the best of the best are over.

      Too many people are dying as a result.

      Vincent nearly collapsed onto the floor as he looked at his daughter’s slack face, brushing away strands of her flaxen hair as he looked to the heavens and cursed it all.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said softly. “This is all my fault. Please don’t blame me, honey. Please don’t hate me…”

      Vincent kissed his daughter’s hand and sat back, unsure of the future.

      For the first time in his life, for the first time ever, Edgar Vincent felt completely and utterly hopeless as his daughter clung to life. Snow began to fall outside the window, the early hours of the evening settling in as Vincent prepared for a quiet night in the hospital.

      If only it were that simple.
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      Stone zipped up her jacket and bade goodbye to Vincent in the doorway of Claire’s room. “I’ve gotta get back to Chicago,” she said. “I have a debriefing with Kosinski.”

      “Tell that asshole I said to go hell,” Vincent said. “And tell him if he contacts me again, I’ll break his legs.”

      Stone smirked. “Fair enough. Try to get some rest. Don’t worry about the paperwork; I’ve got you covered. Police here want to talk to you, but I’ll run interference. I’m going to meet with them at their station in a few minutes. They’ll want to question you, eventually, but I can hold them off for a day or two while you deal with Claire.”

      “I’d appreciate that.”

      Stone stuck out her hand. “I’m sorry, Vincent. You did a hell of a job, but I’m sorry for what it cost you.”

      “Been thinking the same thing all night. I’m starting to think this job took a toll on me a while ago.”

      “You’re a great cop, Vincent. Don’t ever let anyone tell you differently.”

      “I hope I don’t see you at anything other than a barbecue.” Vincent shook Stone’s hand. “Talk to you soon, Stone. Make sure you drop me a line on my cell. Don’t think I’ll be hanging around the station at Hollow Green much anymore.”

      “Sounds like quittin’ talk,” she said.

      “It is,” he said. “And I’m not even going to bother drafting a letter of resignation.”

      Stone patted Vincent on the arm, turned, and left. “You’ll be missed,” she called out from down the hallway. “Don’t go soft on me Stone. I’m sure I’ll see you somewhere down the road. No matter how long that road may be.”

      Vincent couldn’t help but smile through the fatigue as he turned into his daughter’s room and sat in a chair. He glanced at the clock and saw that it was near two in the morning, so the chief at HGPD headquarters was most likely not in her office.

      Perfect time to leave a voicemail.

      Vincent pulled out his cell phone and called. It rang two times before voicemail picked up. “This is Chief Ellis of the Hollow Green Police Department. Please leave your name and number at the beep.”

      “Chief Ellis,” Vincent said. “It’s Detective Vincent. Listen, uh, I’m just calling because…” He held his breath, chagrined at the fact that it was taking so much energy to say what he wanted to say. “I’m calling because I’m tendering my resignation,” he continued, “effective immediately. I just…” He leaned back and rubbed his temples. “I need to walk away. I need to call it quits. There’s too much at stake to keep rolling the dice with this job. I have very few people left in my life that still want me around…” He looked at Claire, her face angelic in the moonlight. “And I need to be here for them.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll be getting my stuff sometime this week. Let me know if you have any questions. Take care.”

      Vincent hung up. He stuffed the phone in his pocket along with his career, cases, and partners he had left behind in Hollow Green.

      I’ll need to tell Brandt I quit, too.

      She definitely won’t be too pleased to hear that I’m leaving.

      But Vincent just sighed his tension away as he melted into his chair, his gaze on Claire, holding out hope that she would wake at any moment. “It’s over, sweetie,” he said. “It’s all over.”

      A little over an hour later, Vincent stood up and went for a stretch in the hallway. Everything was quiet, the night shift barely making a peep as Vincent shook the tension out of his body.

      He glanced around: not a soul in sight. It wasn’t a big hospital, only three stories, just a few wings, and maybe a few people currently on rotation in Claire’s wing.

      But he could have sworn that more people were on the grounds the last time he was out in the hallway.

      It’s quiet.

      Too damn quiet.

      He wandered through the hallway.

      He looked at the unoccupied nurses’ station to the left and heard the soft strains of music from a radio on the counter.

      Vincent continued down the hallway and saw that only two of the other rooms were occupied, and still no medical staff in sight.

      Where the hell is everybody?

      “Hello!” Vincent called out, his voice echoing off the walls. “Is anyone here?”

      Nothing.

      Not a damn thing.

      Vincent continued walking, hoping that it was simply fatigue and paranoia that was causing him to feel on edge. As he came to the sliding double doors that led out to the parking lot, he stood in front of the motion sensor, the doors slid open with a whoosh and the chilly night breeze blew in to is face.

      The parking lot was vacant and barren, with nothing but the moon reflecting in shallow puddles of water where the atmosphere evoked a sense of an abandoned western town. What’s missing are tumbleweeds rolling by in the distance.

      Convinced that this was nothing except but a stress-induced delusion, Vincent turned around to head to Claire’s room, preparing to sleep on the cot provided for him by the hospital staff.

      Good night’s sleep will take the edge off.

      That’s all I need.

      The hospital then fell in total darkness.
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      A concussive shotgun blast nearly knocked him off his feet.

      Vincent dove into Claire’s room as the doorframe splintered into pieces. Footsteps hurried in Vincent’s direction. He ran toward the door and threw his weight against it as the barrel of the shotgun poked through the opening and fired off a round that demolished the equipment Claire was hooked up to five feet away.

      Through the gap in the door, Vincent saw the sniper, his eyes cold and unwavering as Vincent struggled to get control over the shotgun.

      They both looked at each other and not backing down.

      Vincent gripped the wooden stock of the shotgun and tugged with his right hand, his left shoulder pressed into the door, the wound in his shoulder tearing and searing with pain.

      The sniper pulled on the shotgun, attempting to pump a round into the chamber as Vincent and he engaged in a deadly tug-of-war. Knowing it was a risky move, but with little choice because his shoulder was killing him. Vincent opened the door and rammed into the sniper, knocking him to the floor.

      The shotgun clattered to the ground and skittered across the tile, settling to a stop as Vincent mounted the sniper’s chest.

      The sniper, better trained than Vincent, spun around in a smooth reversal on his back, flipped Vincent off him onto the floor.

      Vincent fell onto his right side; the wind knocked out of him as the sniper took out a Beretta and aimed it at Vincent’s skull.

      Vincent, panting but still in the game, grabbed the sniper’s wrist and managed to aim the barrel toward the ceiling as five rounds drilled holes into the boards above.

      The two of them struggled to get a grip on the gun, their tug-of-war moving from the shotgun to the Beretta.

      Vincent felt his grip slipping, his strength no match for his opponent.

      Thinking quick and dirty, Vincent leaned in and bit the sniper on the cheek, chomping down on the flesh, biting off a fleshy chunk, and spitting it in the sniper’s face.

      The sniper recoiled with a grunt, losing his grip on the gun, and ran to the right as Vincent snatched the weapon and fired five shots that tore into the floor.

      The sniper ducked into another room, slammed the door behind him and shut off the lights as Vincent got to his feet, set to pursue.

      Vincent looked at the Beretta, removed the clip, and checked his ammunition supply—five rounds left.

      Vincent reloaded the clip and moved forward toward the room. He inched his way toward the door and debated if he should fire through it.

      I can’t. A patient might be in there with him.

      Vincent decided to try to draw the guy out. He came within two feet of the door, and that was when the sniper burst out of the room, tackled Vincent to the floor, and wrestled him for the gun.

      The sniper was on top of Vincent, his bloody face an emotionless mask as they pulled and tugged on the gun, both men wanting the other to give in.

      Vincent, with his finger on the side of the gun, tried to move the Beretta against the sniper’s momentum to line up a shot. He slowly pushed it right, towards the sniper's ear.

      The sniper spotted that Vincent still had his finger wrapped around the trigger, squeezed Vincent’s hand, and forced him to shoot the last five rounds.

      As soon as the gun racked back, the sniper smacked it out of Vincent’s hands.

      And that was when the sniper produced a knife.

      He raised it and came down to stab Vincent on the crown of his head. Vincent caught it with both hands and stopped it from making impact within a half-inch of his forehead.

      Both men locked grips and gazes as time slowed to a crawl, neither willing to back down from the fight.

      The sliver of a smile crept onto the sniper’s face when he nodded and said, “Time to pay the ferryman.” His Russian accent was thick and guttural.

      He gripped the knife and slapped his other hand on its base, slamming it into Vincent’s chest.

      Vincent’s eyes went wide as the sniper withdrew the knife and prepared to come down with another strike. A small river of blood began to trickle from Vincent’s chest as his new reality all collapsed into one frame.

      This is it.

      Just let it happen.

      Just close your eyes.

      Three shots rang out.

      Vincent opened his eyes to see an officer in a firing stance, smoke rising from the barrel of his gun.

      Arterial spray doused Vincent in the face as the sniper fell onto his back, the knife falling from his grip and skittering across the floor as Vincent was bleeding to death, his heart racing as he panicked and felt his energy drain by the second.

      “Holy shit!” The patrolman drew down on Vincent but then saw the blood leaking from his chest. “Help!” he called out, holstering his weapon and dropping to his knees to put pressure on Vincent’s chest. “This man needs medical attention! Hello! Anybody?”

      Vincent felt his vision turning foggy, like the world around him was slowly slipping into a dream state as he faded in and out of consciousness.

      Thoughts of Claire entered his mind. Thoughts of his wife. Thoughts of his partners. Thoughts of his life.

      It’s true.

      Your life does flash before your eyes.

      Though he’d had many close calls before and managed to walk away relatively unscathed, finally, Edgar Vincent was dying.
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      Vincent was rushed into the operating room as the police secured the hospital. Several nurses, residents, and aides on Claire’s floor had been killed, and a janitor had been knocked unconscious.

      As soon as the power was restored, Vincent was put on a gurney and wheeled quickly into the operating room, flanked by two doctors, a nurse, a surgeon, and the officer who’d saved him.

      Vincent was clinging to life like fingertips on the edge of a cliff, and his grip was fading fast.

      The head surgeon moved into position after the nurses and surgical assistants stripped Vincent of his clothing and did a quick prep of Vincent's chest for surgery.

      “What do we got?”

      “Laceration from a knife wound,” a nurse called out. “It’s pretty deep. Left pectoral muscle.”

      The surgeon looked to the cop. “Is the area secure?”

      “Working on it now,” the cop said.

      “Get it done. I don’t need any more patients getting shot in the damn hospital.” He turned to a nurse. “Call Dr. Fitzpatrick and get her here. Now.”

      The cop and the nurse fled to see to their duties as the surgeon went about tending to Vincent, placing the ventilator over his mouth as Vincent’s skin turned an ashy shade of white.

      To Vincent, the whole thing seemed like a dream viewed through a kaleidoscope. Machines beeped and buzzed; nurses scrambled all around. The surgeon hovered over him, barking commands.

      “I need three units of blood, and I need three units on standby,” the doc said, examining the wound and reaching for his tools. “He’s bleeding all over the place.”

      The blood from Vincent’s wound flowed all over the gurney and down onto the floor, Vincent going limp as the surgeon scrambled.

      “His pressure’s dropping,” one of the nurses called out.

      Another nurse said, “Trying to stabilize him.”

      Nothing was working.

      Vincent just kept bleeding.

      “How’s our blood pressure?” the surgeon called out. Vincent saw a flash of tools and lights passing over him, and his soul felt like it was slowly rising out of his body.

      “Under forty,” a nurse said. “He’s on the verge of flatlining.”

      Vincent then felt a heave in his chest, everything becoming tight as his consciousness teetered on the verge of completely slipping away.

      Vincent’s heart stopped beating. The heart monitor’s warning was as monotone as could be. He’d flatlined.

      “Okay,” the surgeon said, motioning to a pair of paddles. “We’re gonna shock him.”

      The nurses pulled some pads, wiped the blood pooling on Vincent’s chest, and gelled them up as the dial was turned to charge them.

      “Everyone stand clear,” the surgeon said as he grabbed the paddles and pressed them to Vincent’s chest. “Charged?” he asked the nurse.

      “Charged.”

      “Clear!”

      Vincent was hit with the defibrillator, his blood pressure spiking as his chest heaved up.

      The surgeon checked Vincent’s pulse. “He’s still falling. Charge it again.”

      “Charged.”

      “Clear!”

      Another ZAP—same result.

      “He’s losing too much blood,” a nurse said.

      The doc stuck a needle into Vincent’s chest.

      “Nothing,” the nurse said as they waited for a reaction. “Still flatlining.”

      The surgeon shook his head. “Let’s shock a flatline,” he said. “Let’s try it one more time.”

      As Vincent fought for his life on the operating table, images of his daughter as a toddler flashed before him, her angelic smile and the warmth of the sunshine around her comforting him and escorting him into the light tempting him to move forward into oblivion.

      “Clear,” the surgeon said.

      ZAP.

      Vincent’s chest rose and fell as all eyes stayed glued to the machine monitoring his pulse, the flatline beep ringing out as the doctor ordered another, final charge to be administered. Hoping that this would be the one to kick start his heart.
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      Vincent felt the world and reality slip comfortably away.

      A light flashed, a small point the size of a pinhole. The pinhole grew, expanding and growing with each second that passed. Finally, the light opened like the rays of the heavens, a cool breeze overcoming Edgar Vincent in waves as a familiar female voice called out to him. “Wake up, Eddie… Wake up…”

      Though it seemed that noises were swirling around him, Vincent’s heart began racing upon hearing the voice. Something deep in his subconscious knew that he was alive. He had been knocked unconscious a few times throughout his life, so his brain was accustomed to being shut off every once in a while.

      He blinked as shapes began to take form in the light—an IV to the left, railings to the hospital bed he was in on either side. A figure dressed in a suit and tie sat casually in the corner to his right, then stood as Vincent blinked himself back to consciousness.

      “Is he awake?” he heard someone ask, the booming voice echoing in Vincent’s skull.

      A nurse to Vincent’s left said something. The man then dismissed the nurse as he came to Vincent’s bedside. Vincent squinted to get a better look at the man as he approached.

      “You’re a hard man to take down, Mr. Vincent,” he said. “Somebody up above must be looking out for you.”

      Vincent cleared his throat and parted his lips. His mouth felt dry like cotton as he tried to sit up. “Wh-who…who are you?”

      The man in the suit gently guided Vincent back into the pillows. “Rest up, son,” he said. “You’ve got a few more miles to go before you can get up and start taking down the bad guys again.”

      Vincent shook his head, the past few days playing back in his head and ending with the visual of Claire being shot. “No,” he said. “No, I’m done with all that. I’m retired.”

      The man in the suit laughed. “I’m afraid it’s not that easy,” he said as he meandered back to the chair in the corner. “A man with your talents cannot be allowed to fall by the wayside. It would be a”—the man thought about it and smiled—“a waste of talent.”

      He grabbed a folder resting on the chair, an official seal printed in black against the wood-brown hue of the paper. “You did a hell of a job taking down those Russians,” he said. “A hell of a job. A man with your abilities can carve out quite a career for himself in this current climate. That’s where a man like me comes in—to harness and channel those abilities.”

      “Are you gonna tell me who the hell you are?” Vincent asked.

      The man turned around. “You can call me Lynch.”

      “And I assume you work for someone, Lynch? Unless you’re here as an independent contractor?”

      “I work for the Company. I’m a…recruiter, of sorts.”

      Vincent closed his eyes and thought, The CIA?

      “Well, what do you want with me?”

      Lynch tossed the file folder on Vincent’s blanket-covered legs. “I’m offering you a job, son,” he said. “High stakes. High reward. It’s a job that can offer you travel, and significant compensation for you and your family.” He nodded over his shoulder in the direction of Claire’s room.

      Vincent glanced at the folder near his feet. His conviction over handing in his resignation was still holding strong. “At this point, money means shit to me, Lynch. I’ve risked way too much already and taken too many slugs in this line of work.”

      Lynch smirked. “You should read the file first. I think you might be inclined to change your mind.”

      Vincent rested back and shook his head. “No. No way. I’ve been down this road too many times. There’s no force on earth or heaven that would make me change my mind.”

      Lynch reached across Vincent’s lap, flipped open the folder, and stood back. Vincent, switching his gaze between the folder and Lynch, took his time, but he eventually read the file—and once he did, his eyes went wide. “Is this…is this for real?”

      Lynch nodded. “Big-time, champ. And a man of your skill sets is the perfect candidate for the job.”

      Vincent reread the file, stunned and amazed at what he was seeing. “This is…this is insane. This is nuts.”

      “Very much so. And based on the look in your eye, I’d guess that you want to sign on. Correct?”

      Vincent swallowed the tension in his throat. He wanted to quit. He wanted to leave. He wanted to start a new life that would allow him to reconnect and make up for the time he’d lost with the family he had left.

      But the intel in the file was calling his name. Hell, what he saw there was beyond temptation. “Hot damn.”

      “What do you say, Vincent?” Lynch asked, pointing a pen in Vincent’s direction.

      Vincent touched a hand to the file, the intel now clawing at him harder than his desire to retire.

      Damn!

      “What’s your answer, son?” Lynch said. “Yes or no?”

      The thought swirled around in Vincent’s mind. He reread the file and gave Lynch his response.

      “I’m in.”
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      Thank you for your interest in following the adventures of Edgar Vincent. I do have some prequels in mind so keep an eye out for those. If you want to hear more from Edgar Vincent.

      I’ve always envisioned Edgar as an older and tired Detective (hence his move to Hollow Green). A man who puts his all into his work and with that being said sometimes his all is what tires him out. I hope you’ve enjoyed what you’ve read so far.

      As far as Detective Vincent is concerned this could be the end for him but you never know. I can see him making an appearance here and there to join or help out other characters in a jam or if an idea for a full novel comes about I’ll try my hand at that going forward.

      As always, if you’ve enjoyed what you’ve read, leaving a review very important to an independent author and I’d appreciate your effort to leave one, especially on Amazon. It helps tremendously.

      

      Keep a look out for future works. Until then take care and be well

      Hannibal Adofo

      
        
        You can subscribe to my newsletter here

        You can also join me on Facebook

        Email: me@hannibaladofo.com

        Website: www.hannibaladofo.com
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