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None of what you are about to read ever happened. Even if it had, it would be classified somewhere and sharing the following tale would result in several court-martials and a stack of lawsuits longer than your arm.
 
Besides, nobody can do this stuff for real. 
That’s why it’s called fiction.
 
Probably.
 



 


 
 
 
 
Imagine if you will, two eight-year-old girls playing in a sunny Florida backyard.
One of the girls is chubby, with blonde hair in long pigtails and purple eyes that seem to see everything. She is wearing a hand-me-down sundress that once belonged to her older sister and a pair of white sneakers. Her face is very serious, except when the other girl laughs. Then she laughs, too.
The other child is taller than the blonde and very thin. She has so much dark hair it hangs around her like a curtain, almost hiding her tank top, worn jeans and Converse sneakers.
The girls met an hour ago, and though they haven’t said a word, they’ve been playing like friends of old, sharing toys and building castles in the sand. There comes a pause in the play, accompanied by the rattle of a snake hiding amidst the sand and rocks the children have been toying with. The taller girl continues building in the sand, stacking rocks and blocks to make an archway for their latest creation. She hasn’t heard the snake or her new friend’s warning cry. She hasn’t heard anything. She’s been deaf from birth.
Without apparent thought, the blonde girl picks up the garden trowel, borrowed from her mother to dig in the sand, and removes the snake’s head with a single blow. The dark-haired girl jumps at the motion and spies the snake lying not far from her bare ankle. She smiles her thanks to the blonde girl, who smiles back, oblivious to the screams of her approaching mother.
Now imagine this bright afternoon as the catalyst for a friendship that will last decades and become a legend in its own right. 
Two girls, light and dark. Serious and silly. 
Smoak and Ash.
Shadowlands.
 
TEN YEARS LATER…
 
She could hear a rhythmic beeping getting louder as consciousness found her, and she grew stronger. The beeping was joined by the sound of her own ragged breathing, the squeak of shoes on waxed linoleum and the beat of her heart. Then her sense of smell returned.
Pizza? Why do I smell pizza? the girl wondered.
“Open your eyes, SK. I know you’re awake,” a familiar voice said cheerfully.
Smoak opened her eyes. A foggy white ceiling hung somewhere above her. After a few seconds, it cleared and she could see the dots in the tiles and the sickly green frames holding everything in place. She could also see sunlight streaming across the ceiling. It was late in the day, almost evening.
When she had her bearings, she turned to the left. A thin young woman of perhaps seventeen sat on the windowsill, a pizza box next to her. The girl had long brown hair pulled back in a bandana, and she was wearing a Seabreeze High School tee shirt over skinny jeans and Converse sneakers. The girl smiled at Smoak and opened the pizza box.
“I knew Corleone’s would wake you up. Feel like a slice?” she asked.
Smoak tried to speak and her mouth exploded in pain. She groaned and reached up to feel the wire and pins holding the left side of her face together.
The other girl immediately jumped up and moved to Smoak’s side. “Shit, you can’t open your mouth at all? Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. I thought…”
Smoak lowered her hand and took the girl’s in hers. She squeezed and let go, speaking with American Sign Language.
It’s okay, Ash. You didn’t know, and I couldn’t have. I can have pizza later. Are you alright?
“Am I alright? Aside from my best friend being almost beaten to death and a cop waiting at the end of the hall to talk to you, yeah I’m peachy,” Ashley replied. “I should be asking you if you’re okay. What happened? The cops found two dead men at work.”
Smoak held up five fingers.
There were five, she signed. Five of them. They came in to rob the shop while I was closing up. One of them knocked me out and dumped me into the pit.
Ashley sat on the bed. “SK, they found you outside with a bloody half-inch drive in your hand. You were nowhere near the mechanic’s bay.”
Smoak nodded, wincing at the pain it caused.
Dumping me in the pit was a mistake. When I woke up, they were still trying to open the safe. I grabbed the drive and climbed back out. I got two before someone hit me from behind. All I remember after that was being hit, over and over. And then here.
“Then the other three are still out there somewhere,” Ashley said. “At least the cops were smart enough to figure out it was a robbery gone wrong. Dad says they still want you for questioning, and you could be brought up on manslaughter charges. If you are, he will defend you, no charge.”
Smoak closed her eyes.
The two I hit are dead?
Ashley laughed. “Not just dead, girl. You beat the crap out of them. I’ve never seen you that pissed. You really beat them to death over some of Paulie’s money?”
Smoak shook her head.
No. Because of what they did to me.
Ashley paled. “What did they do? Smoakie what happened?”
Smoak felt tears building behind her eyes, and she tried to build up the courage to tell her friend. She raised a hand to answer when the door to her room opened and a man entered. He had blonde hair and a dark tan that he’d matched with a linen suit and pink tee. Smoak thought he looked like a Miami Vice extra.
“Good afternoon, Miss Higgins. How is Miss MacKenna?” he asked.
“Hi, Detective Murphy,” Ashley replied. “She’s awake.”
The detective smiled and moved to join Ashley next to the bed as she watched his face closely.
“Good afternoon, Miss MacKenna. How are you feeling?” Murphy asked.
Ashley snorted. “She can’t talk, her jaw is wired shut.”
The detective frowned. “When you brought her a pizza, I assumed she could open her mouth to eat.”
Ashley shrugged and held Smoak’s hand. “We were both wrong. She can’t eat a bite or make a peep. Sorry.”
“I see. Can she sign? Your father said you two have been friends your whole lives.”
Ashley frowned and muttered, “Thanks, Dad,” before answering in a louder voice. “Yes, she can sign. I can interpret for you, and I read lips pretty well.”
“Tell her I’m Detective Murphy of the Ormond Beach Police,” Murphy said.
Ashley rolled her eyes. “I’m the one who’s deaf, Detective. She can hear you just fine.”
The detective flushed and looked away for a moment. “Right. My apologies. Miss MacKenna, can you tell me what happened at the Lube and Go last Friday night?”
Smoak made a quick sign of affirmation, but said nothing else.
“What did she say?” Murphy asked.
“She said yes,” Ashley said with a grin. “That’s all.”
“I can see this won’t be easy. Miss MacKenna, I meant, will you tell me what happened that night, right here, right now. It needs to go in my report.”
Smoak shook her head.
Not a chance. Not without Mr. Higgins.
“She says she wants her lawyer, my dad,” Ashley interpreted.
“Miss MacKenna, you aren’t currently being charged with anything,” Murphy pressed.
Currently not charged, with the possibility of manslaughter. I’m not saying anything until Mr. Higgins is here. And my mom, if she will come. 
“As you wish, Miss MacKenna. I’ll come back after arrangements have been made,” Murphy said after hearing Ashley’s translation. “In the meantime, get well.”
Smoak watched the detective leave. When he was gone, she turned back to Ashley.
“Are you sure about this, Smoakie?” Ashley asked.
Yes. I’m not taking any chances. I already did a week in Juvenile for breaking that quarterback’s nose and collarbone. I’ll pass on going to prison.
Ashley shrugged. “The Christian Academy quarterback shouldn’t have patted your ass while you were making out with his girlfriend. He should have waited his turn like a good boy.”
Smoak glared at Ashley, who giggled.
“Yeah, I know you’ll get me back for that one. But, for now, you can’t even stick out your tongue.” 
Smoak raised her perfectly good middle finger and rotated it for Ashley’s viewing pleasure.
Ashley smiled, then her face fell and she collapsed on the bed, hugging her friend tight.
“I missed you, SK. I thought you were gonna die. You were so still and pale, no one could wake you up. Not even me.”
I’m too stubborn to die, Ash.
“You’re not a superhero, blondie.”
Smoak hugged her friend with her good arm and said nothing. She knew she wasn’t a hero.
 


 
Smoak met with Attorney Richard Higgins the following morning. He was a short, balding man with a handlebar mustache that hid a scar on his lip he’d gotten helping Smoak pull his wife from a wrecked car two years previously. He was wearing a well-tailored grey suit that matched his eyes, a blue shirt and a tie Smoak was certain she’d given him as a Father’s Day gift. She had known him since she was eight years old, and he was as much of a father to her as her own blood, sometimes more. Which made it hard to face him after what she’d done. 
He sat next to her on the bed while she explained, at length, most of what had happened that night. There was one detail she kept to herself because she couldn’t handle saying it twice. Otherwise, she told him everything, wincing inside at not telling him the whole truth all at once.
When she was finished, Attorney Higgins patted her arm.
“Don’t worry, munchkin. It sounds to me like a clear-cut case of self-defense. You couldn’t have known you were capable of killing those men. You were doing your job and trying to stop them. I don’t think there will be any problem. Are you ready to talk to the detective?”
Smoak nodded and tried to smile. She managed a grimace of pain, but she knew Higgins could tell what she was trying to do. 
He squeezed her arm again. “Are you sure? Maybe your mom will…”
Smoak shook her head. You know she won’t. They disowned me, remember? If they aren’t here by now, they aren’t going to be.
“If you’re sure, Smoakie, I’ll get Murphy, and we can wrap this up.”
Smoak nodded and watched him stand and move to the door. Murphy was sitting outside, clipboard in hand. She heard the two men exchange words and saw Murphy stand. The two men came back in and sat in chairs on either side of her.
“Miss MacKenna, thank you for speaking with me,” Murphy said. “You aren’t under oath, but I will be recording our conversation, is that alright?”
Smoak nodded and signed the affirmative.
Murphy clicked on his recorder and placed it on the bed.
“This is Detective Murphy of the Ormond Beach Police Department speaking with Kamryn Smoak MacKenna and her attorney Richard Higgins in regards to case OB-1138-187. Attorney Higgins will be translating as Miss MacKenna can speak only in sign language. Miss MacKenna, can you tell me in your own words what happened on Friday, June 11? Specifically after closing the Lube and Go.”
“My manager, Paulie, had to go home early and left me in charge,”
Higgins translated. “It’s usually quiet on Friday night anyway. We closed at eight, and I let the two mechanics on duty go home while I stayed to cash out the register. I left the back door unlocked, so they could get changed and leave. I had just finished locking the deposit in the safe when I heard the door open. I left the office to see who was there, expecting a customer to be looking for an oil change.”
“What did you find when you left the office?” Murphy asked.
There were three men in the bay and two between the door and me. I didn’t recognize any of them. I politely let them know we were closed, and they attacked me. I tried to fight them off, but one of them hit me with something and I fell unconscious. I woke up in the mechanic’s pit, partially undressed.
“Wait,” Higgins said. “Partially undressed?”
Smoak nodded and looked away.
Yes, sir. My lower half.
“Jesus Christ! Smoak, why didn’t you say something? Murphy, was a kit run on her?”
Murphy checked his notes and shook his head.
“No, it doesn’t look like it. There was no indication of….”
“Bullshit,” Higgins growled. “She’s a child and the female victim of a vicious beating. A kit is protocol!”
Murphy’s face darkened. “There was no indication of sexual assault, and with Miss MacKenna’s history of being in the wrong place at the wrong time and always coming out on top, I didn’t think it was necessary.”
Higgins stood and leaned across the bed.
“You, Detective, are an idiot. I’ve known this girl since she was practically a baby. She’s saved my daughter’s life half a dozen times. Hell, I consider her my second child. You neglected possible evidence because she has one blotch in her file. This is all on record, and I will make sure your captain hears how you've neglected your duty!”
“That is your right, Attorney Higgins. I acted in accordance with my instincts and my conscience is clear. Can we finish the interview, now?” Murphy asked.
Higgins looked as if he wanted to say something more, but Smoak stopped him with one hand.
Please, Mr. Higgins, let’s just get this over with.
Higgins sat back down. He didn’t look happy, but he agreed. “Continue. But this isn’t over, Detective.”
Smoak waited for both men to calm down before she continued. When I woke up, I could still hear the men. It sounded like they were taking money out of the safe. I pulled myself together, took a half-inch drive off the tool rack and climbed back out of the pit. When I got into the bay, the men were leaving. I chased them out and confronted them in the lot. I remember two of them going down and then nothing but pain. I woke up here.
“Why did you pursue the men if they were leaving?” Murphy asked.
Smoak turned her purple eyes on Murphy. If you woke up bloody, beaten and violated, wouldn’t you?
“So you wanted revenge?” Murphy asked.
Smoak’s eyes narrowed. No. I wanted them stopped. They were fleeing with stolen money, and if they’d done this to me, they would do it to another girl. Maybe another girl the same night. They needed to be stopped. So I tried to stop them.
“I see,” Murphy said. “So you were defending a hypothetical ‘next victim’.”
“I think she’s said enough, Detective,” Higgins said. “Florida case-law is clear. She was acting in defense of herself and the business that employs her. The so-called victims were found on the property, just outside the door. This is a clear self-defense case. If you don’t see it that way, charge her. Charge her or go away and leave her alone. She’s been through enough.”
Murphy glared at Higgins for a beat, and then reached for his recorder.
“Thank you, Miss MacKenna. I agree with your attorney. This was self-defense, and I don’t see any reason to charge you with a criminal act. I wish you a speedy recovery.”
Murphy gathered the rest of his things and stood, nodding once at the attorney before heading toward the door. Higgins watched the detective leave, his face red with anger. Once the door had closed behind the younger man, the attorney turned back to Smoak.
“Why didn’t you tell me, munchkin? Why didn’t you tell your parents?” he asked.
Tears rolled down Smoak’s cheeks, mingling with the blood around the pins in her jaw.
I couldn’t. I couldn’t tell you. I’m sorry, but I couldn’t say it more than once. Please don’t be angry.
Higgins took her hand and held it gently, his other hand wiping her tears away as if she were his own daughter. “I’m not angry at you, kiddo. But I’m going to make sure that idiot never works anything but parking meters if it’s the last thing I do.”
 


 
Five weeks later, Smoak stood in front of the mirror, brushing out her long blonde hair, her purple eyes staring at her reflection from deep black pits. The scars on her jaw stood out, red and angry, but she’d been assured they would fade over time. The bruises on her ribs, stomach and thighs had already gone; the ones on her psyche would take a lot longer.
She sighed, stuffed the brush in her duffle and dressed in the clothes Ashley had brought for her—a pair of jeans, a “Sharks Varsity Cheerleader” tee and her purple Converse sneakers. She then began tossing items from the closet into her bag. It didn’t take long. The last two items in the closet were her torn clothes from the attack, cut to ribbons by the emergency team. She ran her finger over the bloodstains and tried not to remember how they’d gotten there.
“You going to use those to wash your bike? Cause that piece of junk could use a little extra color,” Ashley said from behind her.
Smoak turned her head and smiled. “Smartass. I’m not keeping the clothes.” She tossed the ragged clothes into the garbage can and lifted her bag.
“Good. Blood is not a pretty color. You ready to bail?” Ashley asked.
“Yeah, let’s get me out of here before my head explodes. I’m so done with hospital food.”
“Cool. Dad brought your bike around, so you don’t have to ride bitch on mine. He thought you’d appreciate that.”
Smoak laughed. “Yeah, riding on the back of your illegal piece of crap isn’t high on my list of fun things to do.”
Ashley rolled her eyes. “Because your Triumph dog is so freaking sexy. Girls are just drooling over the rust spots.”
“Rust is dead sexy.”
“Yeah. So’s your mom’s underwear. Can we go? I’ve been visiting you for weeks, this place sucks.”
Smoak grinned and led the way out of the room. The hallway beyond was typical of a small hospital. White and green tiled floors, white-tiled walls and the cloying smell of sickness and death hidden beneath a veneer of bleach and ammonia.
Smoak frowned at the smell and continued toward the elevator near the nurse’s station at the end of the corridor. She waved at the redheaded nurse on duty and turned toward the mirrored doors. They slid open at her approach, and a middle-aged man in a dark suit stepped out. He looked the two girls up and down and smiled at Smoak.
“Miss Kamryn MacKenna, I presume?”
“Who’s asking?” Smoak asked.
“Brigadier General John Chandler. I have your ASVAP and advanced placement exam results. I would really like to discuss them with you.”
“Which means what?” Ashley asked.
“It means, Miss Higgins, that I’m here to offer your girlfriend a very special opportunity.”
“She’s not my girlfriend, jerk,” Ashley replied, blushing. 
“What kind of opportunity?” Smoak asked, waving Ashley into silence.
“A test program for women. If you pass basic training, you will be assigned to a special unit. If you would care to go someplace more private, I can explain further.”
Smoak exchanged glances with Ashley, who frowned, but nodded her agreement.
“Why me?” Smoak asked.
“Miss MacKenna, I’d really rather discuss that behind closed doors. Miss Higgins can come, if you like. Suffice to say, I’m impressed with your results. You scored very highly on the secondary exam.”
“Fine,” Smoak said. “Let’s go.”
 
AN UNDISCLOSED LOCATION, 
SOME MONTHS LATER…
 
The camp basin was muddy and cold in the late winter storm. It smelled of freshly turned earth, blood, and fear mixed with a hint of gunpowder. Icy rain pelted down on two figures in the gloom. One was standing with his boot on the neck of the other, who was face down in the mud. Lightning flashed, illuminating the pair in their wet and muddy fatigues and briefly showing the faces of the circle of women around them. Though they stood at near-perfect attention, the recruits looked terrified.
“Why are you here?”
Smoak struggled beneath the boot on her neck and choked out, “To be a soldier, Sergeant!”
The sergeant pushed Smoak back into the mud, using as much of his weight as possible without breaking the girl’s neck.
“You’re not a soldier, maggot! You’re a science experiment, a lab rat to see if you have what it takes. You don’t, recruit. You, and all the other lab rats, are just a publicity stunt. Thank God it will be over soon. Now, why are you here?”
Smoak struggled and again squeaked out, “To… be a soldier, sir!”
“You just don’t learn, do you, boot? Ladies, why are you here?” the sergeant barked at the circle of women.
“To be lab rats, drill instructor!” the women chorused.
“See, MacKenna? They get it. They know what they are and why they’re here. Now, one more time, why are you here?” the instructor snarled.
Smoak pushed herself out of the filth and spat out a mouthful of muddy water. “To kick your ass, you son of a bitch!”
With strength born from fury, she pulled the boot from her neck and climbed to her knees, punching the instructor in the crotch as she rose. Her second attack caught him in the knee and sent him staggering away in pain and astonishment.
“What did you say to me, bitch? You just struck a superior officer. I’ll see you court- martialed for this. After I beat you into the ground like the rat you are,” the instructor said, favoring his knee.
“Bring it, Sarge,” Smoak said. “You’re not behind me this time.”
The sergeant growled and charged. His powerful roundhouse blow aimed at her head. The training she’d been receiving kicked in, and she blocked the blow, using the sergeant’s momentum to push him past her. Her own elbow strike hit home, causing the bigger man to stagger. A side kick to the spine sent the sergeant tumbling to the mud. Smoak kicked him in the ribs once for good measure, and then put her boot on his neck.
“You seem to be on the ground, Sergeant. How did that happen?” she asked conversationally.
“Get off me, maggot!” the instructor said.
“Bite me, Sergeant. I’m screwed anyway, so I may as well enjoy this,” Smoak replied.
“That will be quite enough, Private MacKenna!” a voice roared from the darkness.
The other recruits spread to allow Brigadier General Chandler to pass.
“I said enough,” he repeated, glaring at Smoak.
Smoak straightened and turned to face the general. “Aye, sir.”
“Sergeant, drag yourself out of that mud puddle and report to the MPs lurking behind me. Your behavior has earned you a short trip down the walk of shame with a court-martial to boot,” the General barked. “You’re a disgrace.”
The sergeant straightened as best he could and wiped mud off his uniform. “But, sir, that recruit attacked me!”
“Stow it, Sergeant. I saw the whole thing,” the general said. “You’re lucky this young lady didn’t kill you. Or hadn’t you noticed, she achieved a perfect score in hand to hand and has the highest combat scores we’ve seen in decades? She can kick your muscle-bound ass with one hand tied behind her back. Now get yourself back to barracks and pack your kit. You’re done.”
Smoak watched as the drill sergeant sagged under the general’s gaze and marched off toward the distant barracks. She then turned her eyes back toward the general.
“You acquitted yourself well, girl,” he said. “You’re brave and stubborn as a mule. The other recruits caved under that man, but you held on.”
“Thank you, sir,” Smoak replied. “I’m sorry. I’m guessing my behavior has earned me a walk as well.”
The general shook his head. “No, not yet, MacKenna. You were provoked into self-defense, though I do see a pattern with you. We should nickname you ‘Wrong Time.’ I’m taking you out of training. Effective immediately.”
Smoak’s shoulders fell, and she felt tears pricking behind her eyes, but she stepped forward anyway. What did she have to lose? “Sir? I thought you said…”
“You’re not leaving the service, Private MacKenna. You’re going on a mission with me. I could use someone with your skills. Now, go get your gear, and meet me in the quad in ten minutes. I’ve got a chopper waiting,” the general replied.
Smoak saluted. “Aye, sir.”
She ran off toward the barracks, her mind on what was about to happen. Behind her, she could hear the general. 
“You ladies have obviously failed to learn a very important lesson. I hope Private MacKenna’s example has hammered home something you should have learned by now. You’re soldiers. Fall in, give me six laps and then report to your new C.O. at the barracks. You’re being returned to a regular unit in the morning.” 



 


 
 
 
 
The sound of waves crashing on the beach awakened Smoak just after dawn. She opened her eyes to a cloud of blonde hair in her face and a weight on her chest. She pushed the hair out of her eyes and stared at the mirrors above her head. They reflected a bed covered in white, and her tall, muscular form with its handful of tattoos and scars lying on cold white satin. A petite young woman with black hair and a body full of tattoos lay next to her, along with an empty bottle of Talisker whisky.
Smoak groaned inwardly as the warm, womanly scent of sex hit her like a wet rag. Dammit, she couldn’t even remember the girl’s name. Keiko? Kimiko? Definitely something Asian-sounding with a K.
She pushed the girl’s arm off her chest and slid out of bed. The satin sheets whispered against her bare body, and her feet sank into the deep, white carpet. The bright white of the room stood in stark contrast to her blonde hair, beach tan and French tipped ‘stripper-length’ nails.
Smoak ran a hand through her hair and pushed through the sheer white curtains to stand on the veranda that overlooked Miami’s South Beach. At this hour, the beach was calm and quiet—pristine, the way the Goddess intended.
Behind her, she heard the bedroom door open. She recognized Ashley’s footsteps, even on the plush carpet and didn’t turn around.
“Wakey wakey, sleeping beauty, time to get up and out,” Ashley said.
“What? Who are you? Where’s Kamryn?” the other girl asked.
“I’m the one telling you to get up, get dressed and get the hell out. If you like, I can tell you to just get out, and you can leave your clothes here,” Ashley replied.
“Leave me alone, I’m Kam’s girlfriend!” the girl snapped.
Smoak shook her head and looked down at the sand below.
“Honey, you’re not even close,” Ashley said. “I guarantee you, she doesn’t even remember your name. You were Ms. Lastnight, that’s it. Sorry to be the bringer of bad news, but that’s the deal. Time to go.”
“Kam? Kam tell this bitch I’m your girl!” 
Smoak half-turned and looked at Ashley. She almost smiled. Ash was leaning over the Asian girl, and she still looked eighteen, complete with skinny jeans, Converse sneakers and a ‘Lollipops’ tee.
“She’s not a bitch, she’s my roommate,” Smoak said. “Look, last night was fun, but you should leave…whatever your name is.”
“I told you she couldn’t remember your name,” Ashley said. “Now get dressed and get out before I throw you over the balcony.”
“My name is Kazue,” the girl said, pulling on her skirt. “I can’t believe this! What a bitch!”
“Believe it, Kazoo,” Ashley replied. “And watch your mouth.”
Kazue gathered the rest of her things and stormed out of the room, cursing Smoak’s entire family line. The woman’s rant was only ended by the slamming of the apartment door.
“You could occasionally try to remember their names, SK,” Ashley said, stepping onto the Veranda.
Smoak shrugged and looked at Ashley. “I do try, Ash. At least I knew hers started with a K. I’ll remember her name when she’s the one.”
“The one?” Ashley asked.
“Yeah. The one. The girl for me.” 
“Ah, you’re looking for Ms. Right, instead of Miss Rightnow.”
“Delicate as ever, Ash,” Smoak said with a smile. 
Ashley smiled back. “Someone has to look after your big ass. Speaking of which, you smell like Kazoo.”
Smoak laughed and kissed Ashley on the cheek. “Gotcha. I’m going to grab a shower, feel like whipping us up some breakfast?”
“Sure, coffee, toast and a teaspoon of honey?”
Smoak nodded and hurried off to the shower.
 


 
The women enjoyed a breakfast of wheat toast, honey and coffee so dark, it looked like a black hole. Coffee was not Ashley’s strong suit, but Smoak would never tell her that since breakfast was the only meal she could make.
The rest of the morning was spent sunbathing and playing beach volleyball with an odd mixture of friends and tourists. Both women walked off the beach just past noon with half a dozen phone numbers tucked in their tops. Smoak tossed all but one in the trash while Ashley sorted through them as if they were cards, placing them in an order only she understood.
Afterwards, Ashley dropped a set of file folders on the desk and fanned them for Smoak. Smoak closed her eyes and chose one at random, not caring who or what was inside. She flipped it over and ran her fingers over the photo on the cover. It showed a not-unattractive man with a scar running down the left side of his face.
“Tell me about scarface,” she said, looking up at Ashley.
“Jacob Coussy, arrested for multiple murders, including a child, during a home invasion earlier this year,” Ashley said. “He was released on a chain of evidence technicality three days ago.”
“Chain of evidence was the only issue?” Smoak asked.
Ashley nodded. “Yep. I checked it out while you were playing kissyface with Kazoo. The evidence record was somehow “misplaced” shortly before the trial. The judge ruled that, without proof of where the evidence was collected and who handled it, there wasn’t enough to hold Coussy and he let this waste of flesh walk.”
“Bullshit,” Smoak said. “I’m going to get dressed. Try to find out who’s paying the bills, someone paid for that record to go bye bye, I want to know who.”
“You’re going after him? Like, now? Where are you even going to start?” Ashley asked.
Smoak stood and turned toward her bedroom.
“He’s Haitian. I’ll try Take One at the edge of Little Haiti. Someone there will know something. They’re a tight community, and every Haitian with a dick makes it into the club at least once a week.”
“That’s a rough place,” Ashley said. “They’ve had twelve murders in the last six weeks, are you sure just barging in and asking a lot of questions is a good idea?”
Smoak made a symbol with her right hand as she walked away. No problem.
“Shit…you aren’t planning to kill anyone else, are you?”
Smoak didn’t answer.
 


 
A purple and black customized motorcycle roared out of the parking garage twenty minutes later. Smoak had dressed in what she called her working outfit—a pair of snug-fit leather pants in black, a black tank top and a black leather jacket. A custom-made belt of silver cartridges encircled her hips, while flat-heeled leather boots caressed her knees and hid a pair of fighting knives she’d brought back from Afghanistan.
The ride to Little Haiti was quick. The high-powered bike cruised through traffic as if it was standing still, and in just under twelve minutes, she was cruising past the brightly painted walls of Little Haiti on her way to Seventy-Ninth Street.
She pulled into Take One and parked her bike next to a lime green ‘88 Hurst Oldsmobile. Though it was early afternoon, there were over a dozen cars in the lot and maybe half as many motorcycles. The dull thud of a dance beat echoed through the building’s walls as Smoak paused to look the place over.
The club was a one-story, concrete building that dated back to the ‘70s. A line of pink neon highlighted the roof, while yellow, black, and pink panels hid most of the blocks that made up the exterior, giving the structure a colorful appearance that did nothing to hide exactly what went on inside. A large Haitian man stood outside the door, his tattooed arms crossed over his chest, a cigarette hanging from his lips.
Smoak crossed the lot and smiled at the watching bouncer, whose face looked as if it would crack if he showed any emotion. When she reached the door, he pulled it open for her. She braced it with the toe of her boot and pulled Coussy’s photo from the breast pocket of her jacket.
“Bon apre-midi, big man,” Smoak said. “I’m looking for this guy, his name is Coussy. Have you seen him around?”
The tall man glanced at the photo and looked back at the blonde woman. “Non, but you can ask inside, no cover. Try the bartender, he knows everyone who comes to the club.”
“Mèsi,” Smoak replied.
She slipped under the man’s arm and entered the cool, air-conditioned interior of the club. 
The inside was dark, lit only by neon tubes and a variety of spotlights. Tables with dance poles were placed around the room in front of comfortable-looking leather chairs. Beyond them was a single stage, shaped like a U. Three poles were placed along it, and four girls were currently gyrating to an Ariana song about Problems. A handful of men were sipping drinks and tossing dollar bills and coins to the girls, who looked as about as excited as a funeral procession. Smoak agreed. It was too early for this shit.
She crossed the dance floor and slid onto a stool at the end, far away from the few men who preferred the bar to the chairs by the stage. She placed a fifty-dollar bill on the bar and waited patiently for the bartender to finish pulling a beer for one of the waitresses.
When he was done, he came to Smoak’s end of the bar. “What can I get ya?” he asked in a southern drawl.
“I’ll take a grape club soda and some information,” Smoak replied, laying Coussy’s photo on the bar. “Have you seen my friend here?”
“The club soda I got,” the bartender replied. “The info I might have if you got more than a couple bucks and you ain’t a cop. Your…friend…won’t be happy if I send bacon his way.”
The bartender pulled a can from one of the coolers beneath the bar, popped the top, added a couple of ice cubes to a Scotch glass and poured the soda over the top, all the while watching Smoak.
Smoak sighed and reached into another of her jacket’s many pockets. She pulled out a gold Krugerrand and tapped it gently on the bar.
“Fine. If the info is good, this is yours. And you already know I’m not a cop. Now where can I find Coussy?” 
The bartender’s eyes widened, and he reached for the coin. Smoak held onto the gold and narrowed her eyes.
“Where is he?”
“Is that gold? Darlin’ I had no idea you were with the Brats…” the bartender started.
“I’m not with the Bratva. I just have some of their coins, like your girls here. The brotherhood likes to give them out in exchange for favors. Now do you want the damn thing or not?” 
The man nodded. “That’s five hundred bucks, easy. I’ll tell you my mother’s maiden name and social security number for that thing. You can find your boy on the other side of the highway. A shithole called Miami Court.”
“And you know this how?” Smoak asked.
The bartender let go of the coin and popped the register. He pulled a card from inside and dropped it in front of Smoak.
“Because he owes the house five-hundred bucks. Anyone who gets in hock for that much leaves his license or his teeth,” the bartender replied.
Smoak let go of the coin and picked up the license. Coussy’s scarred face looked at her with menace from right next to his address. Assuming it was current.
“Thanks,” she said, pocketing the license. “I owe you one.”
“What about Scar’s tab?” The bartender asked. “Are you bringing back the license?”
“Nope. I’m sorry. His bill won’t be collectable. Chalk it up to bad luck.”
Smoak turned and walked past the stage, slowing to drop twenty dollars at the woman’s feet before slipping out into the Miami sun.
 


 
Miami Court wasn’t the worst neighborhood in Little Haiti but not the best. The houses, though colorful, were old with yards choked by weeds and enough broken-down cars to start a good-sized salvage yard. Angry Pit bulls and Rottweilers roamed the streets looking for water or shade, and only a handful of people were outside in the afternoon heat. Those that were looked drunk, high or both.
Coussy’s address turned out to be a teal green ranch at the end of the street. Smoak parked her bike on the opposite side of the road and lowered her mirrored shades to survey the property. Four muscle cars were parked in front of the house, heat radiating off their immaculate paintjobs, while a yellow El Camino sat in the middle of the front yard. What had once been a beautiful garden was now a mix of sand, beer cans, and dead weeds. Beyond that was the house with its leaning porch, boarded up windows and bullet holes. Yellow police tape still flapped in what little breeze reached this far inland. He’d been arrested in his home. Too bad he hadn’t resisted.
A man and a woman stood outside next to a black 1968 Camaro, his face buried in her neck beneath her hair. They were moving slowly, almost dancing. It took but a moment for Smoak to realize they were having sex right there in public. She shook her head and slid off the bike, heading toward them at a nonchalant pace as if she was walking home. She drew her fighting knives as she walked and managed to get next to the couple without being noticed. She placed one blade against the back of the man’s neck, and slid the other between their bodies, just over a very delicate piece of his anatomy.
“How many men are inside with Coussy?” Smoak asked.
“Wha? Who are you, mah?” the man asked. His accent was so thick he was hard to understand.
“I’m the woman holding a knife to your dick. How many are inside?”
“More than you can take!” the woman said.
“Shut up if you want to keep that pretty face,” Smoak growled. “Last time, bub, how many people are inside?”
“There be eight inside, mah,” the man stuttered. “They have many guns.”
“And Coussy? Front or back?” Smoak asked.
“Scar be in back with he girl,” the man said.
“Thank you. I’m going to sheath one knife now. You move, you lose that tiny pecker of yours, and she goes home with a limp, got it?” 
Both of them nodded, and Smoak slid her blade back into her boot. She produced two coins and held them out.
“Put these in your mouths and get in the car,” she instructed.
The couple did as they were told. The coins vanished into their mouths, and they climbed into the car as Smoak stepped back and lowered her shades.
“You have two options. Take the car and the gold, forget I was here and get the hell out, or spit out the coins and try to help Coussy. I promise you, if you don’t take the first option, I’ll take my gold back and you won’t see another sunset.” 
The man paused, and then started the Camaro’s engine. Smoak watched the car do a U-turn and head back toward the city before turning away and looking back at the house. It was still as silent as it had been when she’d pulled up. Odds were, the man getting his rocks off was on sentry duty while his buddies slept off last night’s festivities.
“Cake,” Smoak said to the world at large.
She drew her other combat knife and walked down the path and up the two rickety steps onto the porch. She looked around the neighborhood once more, and then kicked the door with all her strength. She was through before it crashed into the opposite wall, her purple eyes searching for threats. She was in what was once a small living room with plaster walls and a single ornamental fireplace. Mismatched sofas, the stuffing coming through the threadbare upholstery, sat opposite each other near the fireplace next to a television Hugh Hefner would envy. A muted porno flick was playing on the massive screen and Smoak shuddered. Genitals that big looked like something out of a fifties’ industrial film about oil drilling. 
Two men lay passed out on the floor between the sofas. Smoak pulled injector darts from her belt and dosed them both, sending them even deeper into la-la land.
She stepped over the second man’s sleeping form and listened at the door to the next room. She could hear snoring and the faint sound of music from within. She tested the knob and found the room unlocked. She opened the door and quietly pushed through, her instincts telling her there were three people in the gloom. Her eyes adjusted quickly and she spotted them, two men and a woman. 
One of the men was asleep in a chair, a beer bottle still in his hand and a hash pipe in his lap. The other two appeared to have fallen asleep while having sex and were now stuck together on the room’s narrow bed. Smoak dosed the man in the chair, and then turned to the sticky couple. She put one of her needles in the back of the woman’s neck and lifted the man’s head by his hair. It wasn’t Coussy. It was an older man with a tiny mustache. His eyes flicked open at the pain in his scalp, and he opened his mouth—a second too slow. Smoak injected him before he could utter a sound.
“Sleep tight,” she whispered.
Smoak left the room and passed back through the living room. Two doors led out of the room, one faded pink, the other white and split almost all the way down the middle. 
The pink one covered in dirty finger marks and what looked like ketchup was probably the kitchen while the other had to be the back of the house. She turned away from the kitchen and crept towards the back, both knives clasped in one hand while she reached for the knob with the other.
She clasped the cold iron and paused, listening. She heard the familiar sound of a shotgun being chambered, and she dodged to the side just before the heart of the door vanished in a cloud of gun smoke and shrapnel.
“I know somebody out ‘dere, Rufus saw you comin’ in da house. Who ‘dere?” a voice called out.
“Death,” Smoak replied. “Care to put down the shotgun?”
“Death is not welcome in ma house!” the man replied.
Smoak separated her blades and held them loosely in her hands. “Death doesn’t ask for permission, Coussy. Drop the shotgun and let’s do this the easy way.”
Another shotgun blast took out the wall next to her head, and she frowned at the hole.
“Why do they always choose the hard way?”
Smoak flipped her knives so the blades caressed her forearms and peered through the hole. She could see Coussy holding a sawed-off shotgun. He was trying to pull the spent shells from the barrels, hissing as the hot metal burned his fingers. 
Smoak crept forward under the hole and leaned against the wall next to the door. She was about to kick it in when the remaining door opened and an enormous black man stepped through, an M-16 assault rifle cradled against the fat of his belly. He turned toward Smoak, and she threw one blade underhanded, catching him in the throat. He fired a burst into the floor before falling to his knees, blood pouring from his mouth and throat.
“Richo, you kill the Mabuya?” Coussy called.
“Richo won’t be with you for the rest of his life,” Smoak replied. “He’s bleeding to death on my boots. The good news is you’ll be joining him in about thirty seconds.”
“Mabuya! You killed ma brother!” Coussy screamed.
Two more shotgun blasts shook the room, ripping holes in the wall and decorative fireplace. Smoak knelt against the wall and shook the ringing from her ears.
“You shouldn’t have killed a family in your lust for money. From where I sit, you’re the Mabuya!” she yelled.
She kicked the door and charged through while Coussy fumbled with the shotgun. He managed to get one shell into the chamber before Smoak kicked it aside. The shot went wide, destroying another section of wall in a shower of plaster and sparks.
“Oi! I surrender, mah, I surrender!” Coussy said, raising his hands. “Take me in!”
Smoak stepped forward and rammed the blade of her knife through the bottom of Coussy’s jaw, severing his spinal column and penetrating the flesh of his brain. He convulsed like a marionette with its strings cut, and warm blood spilled down her hand. Smoak held him in place and watched the light fade from his eyes, her own dead and blank.
“I’m the angel of death, you child-killing bastard. Not a cop,” she whispered. “Justice is blind…death sees everything.”
When he was gone, Smoak dropped his body on the floor and wiped the blood from her blade on his stained tank top. She then straightened and walked over to the bed where a female form lay, her eyes staring at the ceiling. By the marks on her throat, Coussy had strangled the strung-out young woman sometime during the night. 
 Smoak closed the woman’s eyes and whispered, “I’m sorry I wasn’t here sooner. The next life will be better, but try to avoid scumbags like this one, okay?”
She stood and started walking, pausing to retrieve her blade from Richo’s throat. When she stepped outside, she dialed a number by reflex and held the phone to her ear.
“Shadowlands TTY, this is Ash,” a masculine voice said.
“The target is deceased,” Smoak replied.
“Nice, SK. Did you kill anyone else?” the voice asked.
“Just one. The target’s brother, and even his own parents wouldn’t miss him,” Smoak replied. “No clean-up is needed.”
“Cool. I’ll call Chandler and have him transfer our fee. See you back at the ranch.”
The call ended and Smoak slid into the saddle of her motorcycle. She would be long gone before the nitrazepam derivative wore off the rest of the people in the house. The ones she drugged would remember nothing. They would find Coussy and his brother dead, with no explanations. With any luck, his crew would accuse each other, implode and fall apart. One more group of scumbags disbanded to be collected by yet another lowlife, kingpin wannabe.
She shook out her hair, zipped up her jacket and put on the glasses that hid her eyes from the rest of the world. Ten seconds later, she was cruising back toward South Beach at one hundred miles per hour. 



 


 
 
 
 
Evening fell over Miami Beach and the clubs came to life in a sea of neon with barely dressed tourists bobbing amidst the chaos in their little black dresses and Armani suits. They cruised around in rented Ferraris looking to eat, drink and make merry, never knowing they were in one of the most dangerous cities in the country. Lollipops sat at the corner of Ocean Drive and Seventh Street, in a building that had been there since the mid 1950s. A pink Cadillac sat out front, surrounded by dancers dressed in bikinis and roller-skates, each offering tourists hugs, smiles and photos in front of the iconic landmark.
The club itself was fairly nondescript, with white stucco walls, dark windows in deep alcoves and a single entrance watched over by a bouncer dressed like the tourists in a light suit and loafers. Inside, the club was much different. Pink and purple dance tables with comfortable chairs were set throughout, and four stages, surrounded in pink satin, were arranged where they were visible from everywhere except the front door. A bar sat against the back wall, a pair of bartenders serving bottom shelf drinks at middle-shelf prices to tourists while a DJ booth sat across from the door, enticing visitors deeper into the club.
Ashley stood behind the DJ booth, headphones over her ears for the look more than anything. She’d dressed in a skirt that was only a few inches wider than a belt, a bikini top and stiletto heels that made her legs stand out and drew attention to the rose and barbwire tattoos that ran from her ankles to a point of speculation beneath the skirt. She smiled at a young man who was placing a folded ten-spot in her tip cup and spun up the next theme song. 
When the music started, she could feel it in her bones. The sounds of Bullet Boys’  “Lips and Hips" thundered through the club’s sound system loud enough to rattle her eyeballs. A moment later, a tall, athletic blonde woman stepped through the curtain, the oil on her tanned skin glistening in the stage lights.
The blonde was dressed in a black halter-top that showed off the wing tattoos on her back, black shorts that did little to hide her assets and a pair of black chaps that covered the six inch heeled sandals that adorned her feet. A pink-painted smile and rouged cheeks completed the outfit, along with a pair of mirrored sunglasses that left her eyes a mystery to those watching her performance.
Ashley watched Smoak perform with a mixture of awe and love. No matter what she was doing, Smoak put her heart and soul into it. Her dance was no different. She started with a slow strut around the dance pole that showed off her curves and tattoos to the audience at her feet, folded cash ready in their hands. Once the crowd had dropped sufficient money on the stage, Smoak really began to move, spinning and tearing off her chaps to drop them in the lap of a lucky young woman, who was watching with rapt attention. Smoak then grabbed the pole and leapt, whirling around the pole and using her momentum to climb to the top. Ashley watched as her friend wrapped her legs around the brass and leaned back, hanging upside down above the dance floor, her hair swishing below her.
I hate it when she does this, Ashley groused to herself. She’s showing off again.
Smoak smiled at her audience and dropped, making the crowd gasp as she came to a halt mere inches above the floor. She gripped the pole in both hands, spread her legs into a split and bounced her rear end, causing the audience to shower her with dollar bills and coins.
Ashley rolled her eyes and went back to her music, letting her friend dance. Smoak would choose Ms. Tonight at some point and drag her back to the apartment along with a roll of fun money. She always came back from a Wetwork job horny.
”Lips and Hips” ended, and Ashley spun up Smoak’s next track, "Pour Some Sugar on Me.” She felt the music start and turned her attention back to the show, knowing the best part was about to begin.
As the song started, it was almost as if Smoak had frozen. She stood in shadow, unmoving, save for her breathing, which was in time to the song. Ashley knew it was part of the act, but there was a mixture of confusion and anticipation from the audience. She could see it in their faces. When the beat started, Smoak began to sway. Then the guitars joined in, and it was as if the woman had been shot from a cannon. She pulled her top off in a violent display of torn pleather and shredded satin and flung it aside, her tanned breasts swaying with every move.
Ashley giggled at the audience reaction, but missed what happened next because her tablet winked to life with a message from the TTY line.
“A woman calling herself ‘Blaze’ is requesting contact,” she read on the screen.
She reread the message and glanced at the music timer. Smoak still had two minutes. She pressed a set of keys and accepted the call.
“This is Ash from Shadowlands. How can we help you?” she typed.
“My sister is missing, I need you to find her,” was the quick reply.
Ashley frowned at the screen and typed, “Have you tried the local police?”
There was a pause, during which Ashley again checked the timer and glanced at Smoak, who was grinding in some woman’s lap. It looked as if she’d found Ms. Tonight.
“The police don’t care. She’s an exotic dancer and Detective Murphy said they go missing all the time. Can you help me?”
Is that asshole still working? I had assumed Daddy sued him into oblivion, she thought.
“What’s her name?” Ashley sent.
“Rayne Nightingale,” was Blaze’s response.
“I’m going to need her real name,” Ashley said with a frown. 
“That is her real name,” came the answer. “Her stage name is Trinity Blu, she works at Diamonds downtown. Please help me, she vanished two nights ago, and I know something is wrong.”
“We’ll do what we can. Do you understand our fee?” Ashley replied.
There was another pause. While Ashley waited, Def Leppard ended and she spun up “Fun in Texas,” not surprisingly for a new brunette dancer named Texxxas. Smoak had already crawled off the stage and was giving the woman she’d chosen a very enthusiastic lap dance.
For crying out loud. One minute she’s death incarnate, the next she’s a bundle of raging hormones. That girl needs a damn hobby, Ashley thought.
“I understand the fee,” the TTY replied. “I have to help someone else when the time comes. I’m not sure what that means, but I’ll do it, you have my word.”
“You’ll understand when the time comes. We need to discuss the details of your case, please meet our representative in the Colony Hotel lobby. 2:00 a.m. You will be looking for a brunette woman dressed in white. Come alone,” Ashley typed.
She looked away from the small laptop again while she waited for the reply. Smoak was now making out with the woman, who was practically stuffing money down her shorts while they did shots of tequila.
Ashley frowned. If they had a gig, she would need Smoak sober to watch her back. One in five of the people they met with were cops. Or worse.
She hit play on the next song and looked back at her laptop. The TTY was beeping a reply: “I will come alone. I have red hair and will wear black. See you tonight.”
Ashley ended the TTY call and set up the next dancer’s track, only half paying attention. When she was done, she beckoned to one of the waitresses.
“What’s up, Ash?” the girl asked.
“Could you tell Smoak to come up? I have a message for her,” Ashley replied.
“Sure thing. Anything I can get you?”
Ashley smiled. “How ‘bout an orange juice and we pretend it’s a screwdriver? Somebody has to stay sober around here.”
The waitress laughed and stepped down from the booth to do as she was asked. She returned a few moments later with the orange juice and an annoyed-looking Smoak. Ashley placed wads of folded cash on the girl’s tray and waited for her to leave before turning her attention back to Smoak.
“She was really cute, Ash,” Smoak said with a pout.
“Who? The new waitress? Not bad if you like the skinny Midwestern look,” Ashley replied.
“No…the brunette with all the cash,” Smoak said. “That chick is loaded and smells like chocolate. She could have been the one.”
“Uh huh. She’s about as interested in a meaningful relationship as a horny rabbit. Forget her, I need you sober tonight.”
Smoak frowned. “Chandler?”
Ashley shook her head and glanced at her music timer. “Nope. We got a TTY call on the 800 line. A girl named Blaze says her sister has gone missing, and the cops are being less than helpful in pursuing the case.”
“Anything like those other missing girls we started a file on?” Smoak asked.
Ashley nodded. “It sounds like it. I’m going to do some searches, there can’t be that many dancers named Rayne working the clubs.”
“Is that her stage name?” Smoak asked.
“I asked the same thing,” Ashley said with a smile. “Her stage name is Trinity. She’s a topless over at Diamonds.”
“When is the meeting?”
“Tonight at two, the Colony lobby café,” Ashley said. “I’m going to hand the booth over to Rikki and head to the office to do some research. I suggest you get your butt home and sleep off that tequila, just in case.”
Smoak grinned. “Guess I’m sleeping solo, unless you want to…”
“Go home, slut!” Ashley said, flushing. “I’ll catch up with you at the Colony. Don’t be late. I don’t want my ass hanging out in the cold.”
“I’ll be there,” Smoak said, settling her sunglasses in place.
Ashley watched her friend leave, amazed at how she changed gears without apparent effort. Gone was the dancer flirting with everyone in sight, replaced by a cold, nearly invisible woman who passed through the club and into the dressing room without a backwards glance.
“So much for Ms. Tonight,” Ashley muttered.
She waved to Rikki, a tall, painfully thin waitress with stark white hair and red eyes who also served as DJ on the late shift. It would take about ten minutes to get Rikki set up for the rest of primetime and another twenty minutes to change and get to the office. She would be cutting it close.
 


 
The Colony Hotel, designed and built in 1935, sat on Ocean Drive like a beacon of ancient beauty, with its art-deco façade, pristine neon lettering and antique awnings over comfortable deck chairs that looked out on a park and the not too distant ocean. Even at 2:00 a.m., the chairs were full of partiers; women in Valentino dresses cut too short and men in unbuttoned Armani shirts sipped drinks and watched the palm trees sway in the early morning breeze.
Ashley had dressed in a white pantsuit and pumps, sans blouse. Her only concession to a top was a long gold chain that swayed gently between her breasts as she walked. The outfit might have caused comment anywhere else. On Ocean Drive, she looked right at home.
She passed under the awning and into the hotel lobby, where a blast of cold air kept out the heat of the night. To her right was a small café area with turquoise tables and white wicker chairs. To her left was a sitting area with leather chairs of the same color and a handful of brown lacquer tables. At the far end was a staircase, an elevator that dated back to the ‘30s and a quarter-circle reception desk. An older gentleman with a crown of white hair smiled when she entered, and she smiled back before taking a seat at a table that gave her a good view of the front door. 
Smoak walked in a few moments later. She was dressed all in black; leather pants, sleeveless silk blouse and knee-high boots. Ashley winked at her and opened her laptop. She knew Smoak would be lounging on one of the nearby sofas, eavesdropping on the meeting and sending her messages while acting as sentry. Cops had shown at meetings on several occasions, doing their level best to catch the women doing something illegal. They didn’t take too kindly to Smoak’s method of dealing with the bad guys.
Distant bells chimed two in the morning, and Ashley turned her attention back to the door. Right on time, a woman, who could only be Blaze, entered. She was tall, only a little less than Ashley’s own six feet, with a mane of fiery red hair that fell over her shoulders. Her face was innocent, and she looked no more than twenty. However, the black tank dress that caressed her body like a lover showed she was older, or at least had seen more than the average young woman. There was no self-conscious tugging at the dress, no trucker-like steps in her stiletto heels and no flushing as she entered and felt everyone’s gaze on her. She moved like a woman.
Blaze paused in the doorway, and Ashley watched her look around the room before heading toward her with a little hesitation.
“Hello…my name is Blaze. I believe you’re waiting for me,” the woman said.
Ashley nodded and motioned for Blaze to take a seat.
“I’m from Shadowlands,” she said once Blaze was seated across from her. “I understand your sister, an entertainer at Diamonds, has been missing for two days and you want help finding her. Is that correct?”
Blaze nodded. “Yes. She didn’t come home from work two nights ago. That by itself is weird, it was a school night, and she had class in the morning. Not coming home the next morning is unheard of. She’s always been there, since we were kids.”
“Isn’t she a dancer?” Ashley asked. “Maybe she went home with a customer.”
Blaze shook her head. “No friggin’ way. Look, my sister is a dancer, but she isn’t a hooker, and she isn’t easy. We both work the clubs to keep food on the table and pay tuition. That’s all. I don’t think Ray has ever even been laid. No way would she go home with anyone from the club.”
Ashley nodded and typed notes into her computer. “So she went missing. When was the last time you saw her?”
“Before work, at dinner the day before yesterday.” 
“When did you last speak with her?” 
Blaze tapped her teeth with one turquoise-painted nail. “Mm… I think around nine that night. I called to let her know I was done hitting the books and was going to bed. And before you ask, she sounded fine. She was having a good night at the club and was going to stay until midnight.”
Ashley nodded. “When was it you noticed she hadn’t come home?”
“The next morning. I got up and was getting ready for class. She didn’t get up with me, so I thought she must have overslept. When I went to wake her, she wasn’t there. The bed was still made, her backpack was by her desk and her alarm clock was playing music.”
“What did you do?”
Blaze ran a hand through her hair and tossed it over her shoulder. “I freaked out. I tried her cell. When she didn’t answer, I called Jon-Tom, the club bouncer, to see if there had been any trouble. He said she’d left the club a little around midnight and everything seemed fine. He didn’t actually see her drive off, but he’d held the door when she’d left.”
Ashley frowned and made more notes on the netbook. “Why did you call the bouncer?”
“He’s sweet on Rayne. I knew he would remember if she had left or not, and if there had been anyone giving her grief that night.”
“You consider him reliable?” 
Blaze nodded. “Absolutely. He’s a good guy, and he does a good job watching out for the girls.”
Ashley smiled. “It’s always nice to have someone watching your back. Has your sister had any trouble at work? Overzealous fans? Stalkers? Anything like that?”
“Not that I know of,” Blaze said. “Just the usual dancer stuff. Guys who think a lap dance means they’ve made a connection, bringing in roses and candy, that kind of crap. Definitely nothing Rayne couldn’t handle.”
“And no one you know of that she would go home with? You’re sure?”
“Like I said, no,” Blaze said with a shake of her head. “Rayne’s all about school right now. No junk food, no sex, no television, no nothing. All she does is go to work and school.”
“I’m sorry, that sounds a little boring,” Ashley said. “All work and no play kind of thing. Do you think she might just be letting her hair down for a change?”
Blaze shrugged. “I don’t think so. You would have to know her, she gets focused. She’s determined to graduate, as quick as she can, and she won’t let anything stop her. I know she’s not just taking a few days off. Something happened.”
“That makes sense. Tell me what you did after you called Jon-Tom.”
“I called the cops. Detective Murphy was assigned the case, and I met him at the Sixty-Second Street station. He took my statement, told me I had to wait another day and asked me to call him if she didn’t show up. He was a real jackass about it, too. It was all I could do not to slap that stupid grin off his face. 
“I stormed out and went to all of her regular hangouts and school. No one had seen her. So… I waited. She never came home. I called Murphy back. By then, he had done a background check and knew Rayne was a dancer. He said the case was closed, that Rayne would show up at home or in a dumpster and he didn’t care which,” Blaze said, her voice bitter. “It’s like we don’t matter ‘cause we’re poor and work in the sex trade to make ends meet.”
“You matter to us,” Ashley said. “We’ll take the case, and if your sister is out there, we’ll find her. May I have your driver’s license?”
“Of course! Thank you so much!” Blaze said, fishing in her purse. 
She handed over the license, and Ashley ran it through the slot on her computer. The card reader decoded the magnetic strip and Blaze’s information popped up on the screen, including her full name and address. Ashley saved the information to the file and handed the license back.
“Okay, Blaze, here is how this works,” she said. “We will start looking for Rayne immediately. You will stay out of the way and do what we say when we say it. These cases often involve a ransom, and you will have to be involved in the exchange. The only way we can keep you safe is if you follow our instructions to the letter. Your fee is one favor to be paid forward to someone down the road. Is that clear?”
“I guess,” Blaze replied. “I’m still not sure about the favor, thing. How do I know when to give the favor?”
Ashley smiled. “I know it sounds odd. It’s the way we work, and I promise, you will know what to do when it happens. Consider it being in the right place at the wrong time.”
“Then I understand,” Blaze said. “Thank you for doing this.”
“You’re welcome. The operator will contact you when we have something,” Ashley said. “If we need to meet, I will be your contact, and you can reach me through the operator.”
“How soon do you think you might have something?” Blaze asked.
Ashley shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that. When we have something, we will let you know. I can’t give you a time limit.”
Blaze didn’t look happy but nodded. 
Ashley reached across the table and took the girl’s hand. “I know you’re worried and scared. But if I tell you we will have something tomorrow and we don’t, then I’ll have given you false hope, and you will just be more worried when nothing turns up. Think positive, keep your fingers crossed and we will contact you. I promise.”
Blaze still looked unhappy, but there was a small light of hope in her eyes.
“I’ll look forward to your call,” she said. “I’d better get to work.”
Ashley nodded and watched the girl leave before turning her attention back to her laptop.
What do you think? she typed.
I think her sister is in trouble, Smoak replied. This Rayne girl makes the tenth woman to go missing in the last four weeks. Three have been found within seven days, dead and full of heroin. I’m betting we only have a few days to find her, if we’re going to find her at all.
Ashley made a face at the laptop. You think we can find her before she turns up dead?
If we don’t, she’s a corpse,” Smoak replied. “Or worse. I’m going to check out the apartment while Blaze is working. Finish running a background and see if Rayne has anything in common with the other missing women, aside from working in the trade.
Be careful, Ashley typed.
Smoak walked by a moment later, and Ashley watched her leave, a feeling of dread rising in her belly.



 


 
 
 
 
Smoak stepped into the night air, watching Blaze cross the street and slide behind the wheel of an early eighties Honda Prelude. The car was in surprisingly good condition for its age, and Blaze seemed to enjoy sitting behind the wheel. In spite of her concern over her missing sister, there was a faint smile on her face when she turned the key. The car coughed to life with that trademark Honda sound, and she sped off into the night.
When the girl was gone, Smoak slid into the saddle of her motorcycle and rode off in the opposite direction. It wouldn’t take long to get to Blaze’s apartment, and she would have plenty of time to search for any clues before the girl came home.
The girl. She was beautiful, with a sort of tough innocence that made Smoak smile. Smoak could barely remember being that innocent, if she ever had been. Death and violence had been part of her life for so long, it was hard to think of a time when it wasn’t. Blaze with her sweet smile and flaming hair was refreshing.
She was also hot as hell. It wasn’t just the hair, the eyes or the killer body, though all of that would have turned her head, but the way she moved and the confidence she exuded. Blaze acted like a woman comfortable and confident in her own skin. Smoak found that to be sexier than any amount of makeup, jewels or dresses. If she wasn’t a client…
Smoak shook her head as she crossed the street, clearing away the image of the young woman. She had work to do, and it never paid to sleep with a client. Better to do the job, find Rayne and move on.
She arrived at the North Miami address at just after three in the morning. The neighborhood consisted of several apartment blocks, ranging from two to seven stories, all with a view of the not too distant ocean. Most were dark at that early hour, but a handful of lights twinkled in the night, indicating the presence of night owls or early risers.
Smoak parked her bike at the curb in front of a five-story building with an exterior made of bright yellow stucco. It was so bright, it shined with a moonlit glow that made it look like something out of the Twilight Zone. The community’s large pool sat behind an iron fence that had seen better days, and the security gate on the parking lot hung open, the lock long rusted solid. A sign on the gate read, “Est. 1955.”
Everything was quiet—the sort of quiet you only get at 3:14 in the morning. Even the birds were sleeping.
With silent grace, Smoak slid off her bike and chinned the fence by the pool. Gliding up and over, she landed with only the faintest of sounds, no louder than the lap of waves in the pool. She crossed the deck and checked the sliding door that led into a darkened hallway. The door slid open at her touch, and she stepped through, closing the door behind her.
The stairs were at the end of the hall, and she took them two at a time to the fourth floor. The fire door was also unlocked, and she entered the stale-smelling hallway without incident. Blaze’s apartment was four doors down. The teal-painted door was old but serviceable, with a sturdy knob and new deadbolt holding it fast.
Smoak checked the corridor again and fished her lock picks from inside her jacket. When she was sure it was clear, she knelt and clamped her teeth around her mini flashlight, shining it on the deadbolt. Shiny new metal inside the lock glinted back at her, and Smoak paused to run a gentle thumb over the lock. The gouges were so deep, she could feel them on her skin. Someone who wasn’t very good had picked the lock within the last few days. A key wouldn’t have caused so much damage, no matter how drunk someone was.
With possibilities running through her head, Smoak set about picking the lock herself. A few deft moves with pick and wrench, and the door popped open with a click. Smoak pushed it with her fingertips and stepped through, putting her picks back in her pocket. 
The foyer beyond the entrance was small; a tiled area barely big enough for the door, let alone the narrow coat closet that tried to share the space. To the left was an open-ended galley kitchen, complete with appliances constructed when Howdy Doody was still the rage. On the eat-in bar was a pile of mail and a wilting flower arrangement.
Smoak closed the door behind her and flashed her light around the narrow space. The coat closet was open and a few hoodies and windbreakers hung from wire hangers on the single metal bar. Two pairs of slippers and a pair of pink rain boots sat on the floor next to an old golf-sized umbrella and a crumpled sun hat—nothing of particular interest.
Turning, she shone her light into the main living area, saving the kitchen for later. A mismatched sofa and love seat sat in the middle of the room, around a table of dark wood. Pink and blue sheers hung over the large windows that looked out on North Beach, and a grey rug covered the floor. An old guitar was leaned up against the corner, looking as if it had just been set aside a few moments before.
Smoak moved through the apartment, her flashlight gliding over each piece of furniture. Though it was cheap and old, the furniture was well kept and clean. The table was devoid of dust, and the pile of Rolling Stone and Rock magazines was neatly arranged. Smoak paused to flick through the stack, only somewhat surprised to find they were all addressed to Blaze. She stacked them back up neatly and pointed her light at the guitar.
The Fender with a starburst pattern looked as good in the gloom as if it were new. Smoak wasn’t an expert, but she guessed it was at least thirty years old and had been played by someone who loved it. The frets looked worn as was the paint on the back, but it was clean and the strings looked new. She had a feeling it sounded fantastic in the right hands.
She put it back and turned away from the living area, shining her light back toward the kitchen and the narrow hallway that led to the bedrooms and bathrooms. One of the doors was closed. The other two were open, but she couldn’t see anything inside. She left the main room and pushed the first door open all the way. The space beyond was a full bathroom with cracked white tile, a white porcelain tub and a single sink vanity. Though everything showed its age in cracked paint, chipped porcelain and faded wallpaper, the room was sparkling clean and smelled of bleach. Two pink towels hung on the single chrome rack, and a makeup kit big enough for a top model sat on the counter. 
A quick check showed the cosmetic case held nothing of interest, and Smoak moved on to the next room, which turned out to be a bedroom decorated with a collection of band posters with such names as Aerosmith, Pop Evil and Hinder. Two guitars, a Gibson and an Ibanez, sat on stands against the far wall next to an old Crate amplifier and a microphone stand. In the middle of the room was a full sized bed with a pink coverlet and a stuffed unicorn that looked as if it had survived the last World War. A small writing desk sat next to the bed, a laptop resting in the middle. Smoak opened the lid to see a popular music-writing program had been left running. The song displayed was a tune entitled ‘Smoke and Flame’ written by Blaze Nightingale.
Smoak read the music, feeling a little flutter in her stomach. It was a love song, and it was beautiful, with a guitar solo Eddie Van Halen would drool over.
She sighed and closed the lid. She needed to focus on the job and not her growing puppy-crush on someone she didn’t even know.
 She patted the laptop and moved to the room’s small armoire. The drawers were stuffed full of clothing, folded neatly but arranged with no rhyme or reason. In the bottom drawer was a white envelope that contained photographs of Blaze and a dark-haired young woman, who Smoak could only assume was Rayne. Smoak took one of the more recent pictures and slipped it into her pocket. She then put the photos and envelope back in the drawer and returned everything to the way she’d found it.
The other side of the armoire was stuffed with jeans, tee shirts and a handful of cheap stripper-wear hanging above a small collection of shoes and boots. In a zipper bag at the back hung an expensive pair of leather pants and a tee shirt with a skull and crossbones and the name “Asphyxia” on the front.
Smoak took a picture of the tee shirt and closed the armoire. She took one last look at the room and left, moving back down the hall. The room at the end was the apartment’s master bedroom. A large bath set next to the door was very similar to the main bathroom, except it had a double sink and a built-in linen closet. The pink towels had been replaced with two purple ones, and the makeup case was even more expensive than the one next door—otherwise there was little of interest.
The bedroom itself, however, was far different from the one belonging to Blaze. In the middle of the room was a queen-sized bed covered with a purple-flowered comforter and purple satin sheets. The walls were almost devoid of decorations except for an eleven by seventeen photograph of Rayne in her graduation gown, standing next to Blaze in front of the Christian Academy high school. 
Next to the bed was a nightstand with an alarm clock that connected to an MP3 player. A notepad and a pen from Diamonds sat next to the clock. Smoak tore off the top sheet of paper and slipped it into another pocket before pulling open the drawer. Inside was a box of tissue, some dog-eared romance novels and a small pink ‘massager of the intimate kind.’
In the very bottom of the drawer, hidden beneath everything, was a long narrow box made of black velvet. Smoak pulled the box out and popped open the lid. Inside were two rows of gold coins, placed like a line of poker chips in a sleeve. One sleeve was perhaps half empty and the amount of dust in the slots indicated they’d been taken out one at a time over a span of at least a year; one slot was thick with dust, the newest was dust free.
She pulled one out and ran a finger over the face of a polished Krugerrand.
Damn…where did she get these? The Brats and Sam’s don’t frequent Diamonds, that’s King territory.
She pulled out her phone and took a picture of both sides of the coin before putting it and the box back in the drawer. She was turning to leave when her light reflected off something on the floor. Something shiny. She knelt and picked up the golden end of a cigarette.
Sobranie Black. Russian cigarettes in an American girl’s bedroom…. Rayne, what the hell did you get yourself into? Smoak wondered.
She pulled a small evidence bag from a pouch on her belt and dropped the cigarette butt inside, then put the bag in her pocket with the other items she’d found. When she was done, she took a last look around and left through the kitchen, pausing to flip through the pile of mail. It consisted of bills, junk mail and a letter from the university. Curious, Smoak used one of her knives to open the message.
The letter was Rayne’s grades. Straight A’s for the previous semester and a place on the Dean’s List for her achievement.
Smoak frowned at the letter and put it back in the envelope. South African gold, probably dropped at a club by the Russians, and Russian cigarettes didn’t add up to a straight A student. They added up to someone in over their head.
Smoak slipped the letter back into the pile of mail and headed for the exit. When she opened the door, she could hear the elevator whining to a stop but couldn’t see anyone. She closed and locked the door and turned toward the stairs only a few yards away. She put her hands in her jacket pockets and strolled toward the exit as if she was going out for some air, not a care in the world. Her jaw almost dropped when the door opened and Blaze stepped through, her eyes locked on her cell phone. 
Smoak stepped back, but Blaze still walked into her, squealing in surprise.
“Oh, God! I’m so sorry!” Blaze said. “I didn’t expect anyone to be up this late.”
Smoak smiled and started past. “No harm done. Excuse me.”
“Wait… Do I know you?” Blaze asked.
Smoak stopped. “No, I don’t think so. I was just visiting a friend down the hall.”
“Maybe I know them then. I swear I’ve seen you before.”
“Could be,” Smoak said. “I come and go a lot. I’m sorry for bumping into you. Maybe I’ll see you later.”
“Where are you going in such a hurry?” Blaze asked. “It’s late. Or early. Or something.”
Smoak laughed again. “I was going to grab some early breakfast, then head home.”
Blaze smiled and pointed back the way Smoak had come. “My apartment is right back there. Can I make you something? I feel so bad for walking into you like that. Now I know what they mean about texting and walking not going together. I’m lucky I didn’t end up in the pool.”
Smoak paused and looked at Blaze. The woman’s green eyes twinkled with excitement and her soft, red-tinted lips were twisted into the most innocent smile Smoak had ever seen. They were lips that begged to be kissed.
“That sounds great,” Smoak said, her conscience kicking her.
“Come on in,” Blaze said, turning away. “My name’s Blaze.”
“Kamryn,” Smoak replied. “Kamryn MacKenna.”
 


 
Twenty minutes later, Smoak sat on one of the sofas, a chipped coffee mug in her hands and a plate of toast and honey on the table in front of her. Blaze sat on the opposite sofa, sipping from her own mug of fresh black brew. The coffee was far better than Ashley’s.
“So who were you visiting?” Blaze asked around a mouth full of toast.
“Just a friend,” Smoak replied.
“At three in the morning? They must be some kind of friend.”
“Not that kind of visit,” Smoak said, sipping from her coffee. “They’re just a friend, friend. He has a bad cold.”
“Mm… just a friend. And you bailed on them before dawn?”
Smoak set her mug down and tore off a piece of toast. “Yeah. I need to get a few hours of sleep before I go to work.”
Blaze nodded in understanding. “I’m a musician. I was supposed to have a gig tonight, but the bar was closed by the health department. Something about illegal gator meat.”
“Let me guess. They make gator bite hors d'oeuvres.”
“Yeah,” Blaze said with a smile. “Not very good ones.”
Smoak smiled back and took another bite of toast.
“Are you going to tell me what you do? Or do I have to guess?” Blaze pressed.
Smoak paused and raised her eyes to meet Blaze’s. “I’m a dancer at Lollipops.”
Blaze grinned. “I had a feeling. My sister is, too. She worked…works at Diamonds.”
Smoak saw sadness drift across Blaze’s face, and she reached out with one hand. “Did something happen to your sister?”
It was Blaze’s turn to pause. She bit her lip, not quite meeting Smoak’s eyes.
“She went missing a few days ago. She didn’t come home from work one night.” 
“Oh no…. Have the police got any idea what happened?” Smoak asked.
Blaze shook her head angrily. “No. The fucking detective won’t do anything to help because she’s a dancer. She works in ‘the trade’ and isn’t worth a shit, according to Murphy.”
“Is there someone else you can talk to? A supervisor or something?”
Blaze calmed herself and sat back, letting Smoak’s hand slip from hers. “I contacted some friends, some private detectives who have taken the case and are looking for her right now.”
Smoak picked up her coffee. “That’s good. I’m sure they’ll find her before long.”
Blaze looked away again. “I hope so. This isn’t like Rayne, she never stays out after work and always comes home as soon as she can. I’m sure something has happened to her. She’s my best friend and the only family I’ve got.”
“Have faith, Blaze. I’m sure these friends of yours will turn up something soon,” Smoak said.
Blaze picked up her empty mug and toast. “From what I’ve heard, they’re good at what they do, so that’s what I’m hoping. Look, Kamryn, it’s been great meeting you, but I should get some z’s. I have class in a few hours.”
“Sure, I could use some sleep too,” Smoak replied. 
She picked up the rest of her own dishes and followed Blaze to the kitchen, where they both silently tossed away their toast and put empty dishes in the sink. When they were finished, Blaze plucked a sticky note from the pad on the fridge and wrote her number on it.
“Call me later,” she said. “I’d love to hang out some more when my eyelids aren’t heavier than cartoon anvils.”
Smoak took the paper and slipped it into the inside pocket of her jacket. “I will.”
She turned toward the door, and her fingers were closing on the knob when she stopped.
“I do believe your sister will be found soon, Blaze. I do.”
Blaze smiled. “That makes two of us. Go, and don’t forget to call me later.”
Smoak smiled back and ducked out the door.
Five minutes later, she was sitting on the back of her bike, sweating in the night air. She was finding it difficult to push Blaze from her mind. The woman was pretty, smart and had a vulnerable quality that made Smoak want to hug her and tell her everything was going to be just fine.
But it wasn’t going to be just fine if she didn’t get off her ass, focus and find Rayne. Dawn was fast approaching, and she had some work to do before the clubs closed for the day.
She started the Classified Moto custom bike, zipped up her jacket and pulled onto the street, still feeling Blaze’s hand on hers.
 



 


 
 
 
 
Diamonds, another of Miami’s famous gentleman’s clubs, sat on a dead end street next to an abandoned building and the pillars of a bridge that had never been completed. The structure was two stories of polished black concrete with a discrete sign in the shape of a diamond in front of the building. Though it was nearly five, there were still a handful of cars and bikes in the lot, and Smoak could hear the bump of dance music even as she parked her bike. Why did no one ever build a club with decent soundproofing?
She strode across the lot and trotted up the stairs to the main entrance. She pulled the door open and stepped through, grimacing at the too loud dance music pounding through the speakers and the bright spotlights that crisscrossed the floor. She put her sunglasses on against the glare of the lights and walked down the corridor to where the doorman was half-dozing on a stool. He looked up when she approached and ran a hand though his silver hair.
“Good morning, ma’am. The sunrise cover is five bucks,” he said.
Smoak pulled a wad of cash out of her pocket and offered the man a folded bill.
“Do you know a girl named Trinity?”
The man nodded and folded his arms across his chest. “I know her, who is asking?”
“My name isn’t important,” Smoak replied. “Her sister hired my partner and me to find her, and she said you might be able to help.”
The man shook his head. “Not me, you’re looking for the night bouncer, Jon-Tom. He’s off today.”
Smoak frowned and filed that away for later. “Thank you, can you point me at Bryce then? I think he’s still the managing partner here.
The older man nodded.
“Yes, ma’am. You’ll find him in his office at the top of the back stairs. Don’t tell him I sent you if he’s got guests.”
“Of course not,” Smoak said, pushing through the curtains. “I don’t even know your name.”
The club beyond the curtain was massive, one of the largest in the Miami area. A central stage held three poles and five dancers, while two outlying stages held two dancers and a single pole each. Nine sleepy looking dancers went through the motions for perhaps two dozen men sucking down Mimosa’s before work. 
Smoak ignored the scene and headed straight for the back stairs. She took them two at a time and pushed through the door at the top. Beyond was a dark, dank-smelling corridor with threadbare carpet and stained wallpaper. Four doors emptied into offices on either side of the corridor; the first was lettered in gold: Bryce Martine.
Smoak opened the door without knocking and rolled her eyes at the scene inside the battered old office. Bryce, a middle-aged Latino man with black hair and dark eyes, sat behind the desk, his white linen shirt unbuttoned to show off a collection of chains and tattoos. A dark-skinned woman sat on the desk gyrating for his pleasure, while another girl’s paler legs stuck out from beneath the old wood. It wasn’t hard to tell what she was doing.
“Oi! You ladies take five, I need to talk to Bryce,” Smoak said, holding the door open.
The two girls turned to look at Smoak and glanced at Bryce, who was trying to stuff his manhood back in his pants.
“Yeah, yeah, you two take a break while I talk to my old friend Smoak,” he said.
“Whatever you say, Bry,” the dark-skinned girl said. “Come on, Shanna.”
The two girls left, and Smoak closed the door behind them.
“Really, Bryce? Those girls should be home getting ready for school not sucking you off. I know it’s hard, but do you think you could have any less class?”
Bryce held up his hands in surrender. “Naw naw, Smoak, you got it all wrong! They asked me for a little extra green. I was happy to oblige, and we all get what we want.”
“You’re a repulsive human being,” Smoak said. “I’m sending them home after you answer some questions for me.”
Bryce frowned. “But, Smoak, baby, I’ll go blue…”
Smoak glared at Bryce and gripped one of her knives. 
“The girls go home. You can deal with your little problem yourself when I’m gone.”
Bryce sighed and rubbed his neck. “Sure, fine, sure just keep those blades away from me. What do you want, besides to ruin my social life?”
“I need to know if you’re in bed with anyone besides the help,” Smoak said. “Like maybe the Brats?”
“The who? The Russians? Naw girl, Diamonds is under the protection of the Kings. You know that,” Bryce replied. “They’d have my nuts if I did business with the Russians.”
Smoak nodded. “That’s what I thought. What about a dancer named Trinity, do you remember her?”
Bryce nodded. “Course I do, I fired her ass tonight. She ain’t been to work in two days.”
“Then how did you fire her?” Smoak asked.
Bryce shrugged. “I left her a message.”
“You fired her voicemail instead of checking on her? Good job, those are some great management skills you have. Do you know if she was working anywhere else?”
“I don’t allow no moonlighting! If she was working another club, I’d have fired her before now.” Why are you asking all this? What do you care?”
“She’s missing. I’m going to find her. What about friends? Did you see her hanging out with anyone?”
“She’s missing? Damn… she was a good earner. Look, Smoak, I don’t know nothing. She came to work, did her job and went home. No friends, no regulars, just twelve hours a week grinding a pole.”
Smoak frowned. “Twelve hours? That’s it?”
“Yeah. She was a part timer, filling in during the evening rush. She was out by six or seven every night.”
Smoak opened the door. “Then she had another gig somewhere. Thanks, Bryce.”
“Another gig? Where? I’ll fire her ass!” Bryce yelled.
“You already fired her machine, idiot,” Smoak said over her shoulder. She closed the door and looked at the two girls leaning against the wall. “You two go home,” she said, holding out a pair of twenties. “Don’t let me catch you in that idiot’s office again. He isn’t worth the effort or the clinic visit.”
The girls looked puzzled, but took the money Smoak offered, and scurried away down the stairs. Smoak waited until they were gone before she followed, her mind racing.
Blaze had indicated it was normal for Rayne to come home late at night, but Bryce said she was only working a few hours a day. So where was she the rest of the time?
Smoak walked down the stairs and out through the front door, grateful she had her glasses on against the predawn sun. 
There were only a handful of clubs frequented by the Bratva, but they would be closed at this hour. She’d have to wait until the afternoon to check them out. In the meantime, she would head back to the apartment and see if Ashley had dug up anything. With any luck, she’d have another lead.
Smoak looked across the lot at the glow of the rising sun and frowned. Rayne was running out of time, and so far, all she had was a cigarette and a handful of gold. Not much to find a missing woman in all of Miami, especially if someone didn’t want her found.
 


 
Ashley left The Colony a few minutes behind Smoak and was just in time to see the taillight of her friend’s bike vanish around the next corner. She watched for a second, then crossed the street and climbed into the back seat of a waiting Chevrolet Tahoe. A large man with white hair and a full beard sat behind the wheel. He was wearing a suit cut to hide his muscles and the micro-Uzi he kept in a sling under his left arm.
“Take me home, Rock,” Ashley said, closing the door.
The driver nodded and put the truck in gear. A moment later, they were cruising back toward South Beach. Ashley watched the city go by outside the window and let her mind wander. She found it to be a good way of replaying an interview with a client. They didn’t have much to go on. A missing exotic dancer wasn’t exactly strange. It happened all the time. Most went back to whatever small town they were from. A handful vanished, never to be heard from again. In this case, she felt it would be the latter if they didn’t find her soon. 
Ashley had heard of a few in the trade leaving siblings behind, but it was a rare occurrence. From what she’d seen, Blaze was very concerned about her sister. Odds were that Rayne felt the same way about Blaze and wouldn’t have left her behind without saying something.
So where to start? Smoak had the ground covered, but Ashley didn’t think she would find much. There had been no clues in the other kidnappings over the last few weeks. What if they couldn’t find this girl?
Ashley pushed the thought from her mind and leaned back in her seat. She’d bet herself and Smoak against the bad guys any day.
The Tahoe pulled into the parking circle of their apartment building and stopped. Rock climbed out to hold the door open, and Ashley joined him outside.
“Thank you, Rock,” she said. “Put it on my account, please.”
Rock closed the door behind her.
“Will you need my services again tonight, Miss Ashley?” he asked in a New York accent.
She shook her head. “Not tonight, hon. I’ll call in the morning if I need a ride anywhere.”
“Of course. Do you need an escort to the door? I’d be happy to walk you up.”
Ashley smiled and kissed the older man’s cheek. “I think I can manage. I’ll call you tomorrow. Or today, I guess. Goodnight, Rock.”
“Goodnight, Miss,” Rock replied. “Sleep well.”
Ashley stepped onto the sidewalk and moved toward the entrance, her thoughts on the case. The doorman opened the doors for her, and she saw the Tahoe’s reflection in the glass as Rock drove away. He and his brother were one of the best gifts Smoak had ever given her. Twenty-four-seven chauffer and bodyguard service anywhere in the city with longer trips available with just a few days’ notice. It made her as free as when they’d been kids riding their bikes anywhere and everywhere they wanted to go.
She smiled a thank you at the doorman and moved through the well-appointed lobby to the elevator. A few minutes later, she sat on the white leather sofa in their apartment, her heels on the floor, and her legs tucked under her as she ran a variety of search programs on her tablet. It wasn’t difficult to start a file on the Nightingales. They were a year apart in age, their parents and little brother had died in a car crash when the girls were seven. With no relatives that could take them, they grew up in foster care and both had graduated from the Christian Academy only a few minutes from where Smoak and Ashley had attended High School themselves.
After graduation, the girls had moved to Miami to attend college, Rayne studying finance and literature, Blaze studying music. Both were on the Dean’s List the last three years running and would graduate with honors in nine months.
That information was readily available in public databases. What she found next took a little digging.
Rayne had been arrested three times in her teens, once for shoplifting and twice for drug possession with intent to sell. All three times, a Detective Murphy had been the arresting officer and, each time, the girl had walked away with a slap on the wrist. She’d spent less time in jail than Smoak had. After Rayne’s third arrest, Murphy had been fired, somehow turning up in Miami a few years later.
Ashley added everything into the Shadowlands database for easy access, rolling it around in her head while she worked. It was obvious Blaze hadn’t recognized Murphy’s name. She hadn’t known Rayne had been arrested, or at least who the arresting officer was. Most of their foster records were not available through the network. Ashley would bet dollars to donuts the girls had been separated, and Rayne had gotten into trouble while they were apart. It was a sad but common occurrence in the foster system. Not everyone wanted or could raise more than one child.
Murphy… Ashley thought. A leopard doesn’t change its spots. You tried to pin manslaughter on Smoak, what did you try to do to Rayne?
She chewed on her lip, spent the next three minutes hacking into the Miami-Dade computer system and brought up the duty roster. Murphy was on night duty and his shift wouldn’t end until seven in the morning.
Guess I’m calling Rock after all.
 


 
Murphy worked the graveyard shift at the Sixty-Second Street police department. The large white rectangular building took up two city blocks with another two reserved for police parking. Behind the station was a row of housing occupied by Police employees and people under police protection. It didn’t make sense to Ashley to put a safe house in the Police Department backyard when they could just put them in a holding cell, but that was Miami bureaucracy. It made sense to someone and that was that.
At four in the morning, the station was lit up like Christmas Eve with bright white safety lights placed around the building and throughout the small courtyard in front. There were twice as many lights in the back surrounding the police parking lot. The city valued its vehicles, most of which were dented, tired, high mileage Fords.
Ashley had Rock park the Tahoe in the front circle while she went into the station. The lobby was large, with several leather chairs she guessed were less comfortable than they looked, half a dozen interview rooms, their heavy doors closed to protect against noise and eavesdropping and a single door next to a customer service window made of bullet proof Plexiglas. The officer on duty, a young man with close-cropped blonde hair and bloodshot, droopy eyes, sat behind the window, sipping from a Styrofoam cup. He perked up when Ashley walked in and started shuffling papers on his desk, twice almost knocking his cup over.
Ashley stopped at the window and favored the officer with a dazzling smile.
“Good morning, is Detective Murphy available?”
The officer smiled back and glanced at something next to the phone. “He might be in, can I say who’s calling?”
“Ashley Higgins from General Chandler’s office,” Ashley replied, holding up her military identification. “I was hoping I could talk to him about a missing persons case he was working on.”
“Hold on, I’ll call and see if he’s available,” the officer said. 
He leaned away from the window and picked up the phone. Ashley watched him dial, memorizing the number as he punched the worn keys. Murphy must have answered because the officer began speaking. The glass was thick enough most people wouldn’t know what he was saying. It did little for those who read lips.
“Detective Murphy? This is Officer Ryan at the front desk. I have a Provost Martial here who wants to talk to you about a case.” 
There was a pause, during which Murphy spoke. The officer smiled at Ashley and replied to Murphy’s question.
“Her name is Higgins. Ashley Higgins, and man, is she a looker.”
There was another pause, during which the young officer pulled the phone away from his ear. He put it down and looked up at Ashley.
“Ms. Higgins, what case are you here about?”
“Rayne Nightingale,” she replied. “She went missing two nights ago, and her sister reported it.”
Ashley waited while the officer relayed the information and hung up.
“Detective Murphy will be with you in a few minutes,” he said. “He asked if you would wait in interview room four.”
“No, but I will wait over there on one of those chairs,” Ashley said. “Thank you for your help, Officer Ryan.”
She turned and took a seat on one of the chairs, her eyes on the door leading into the station. Murphy exited a few minutes later. He hadn’t changed much since the last time she’d seen him. He still looked like a Don Johnson stunt double, but at least he’d traded in his linen suit for a cream sport coat and pants.
Ashley stood and smiled at the detective, who frowned and crossed the lobby in long strides.
“Good morning, Ms. Higgins. I told the officer on duty to have you wait in the interview room.” 
“He did,” Ashley replied. “I declined, it’s more comfortable out here, and I don’t think anyone will bother us. It’s good to see you, Detective.”
“And you, Ms. Higgins.” Murphy’s face made the statement a lie. 
Ashley knew her father had made the detective’s life hell after what he’d done to Smoak. 
“What can I do for you?”
“I’m interested in a case you were working,” Ashley replied. “Rayne Nightingale, a missing person.”
“That name doesn’t ring a bell,” Murphy said, turning away. “Good night, Ms. Higgins…”
Ashley reached out and stopped the detective. He looked back, anger flashing in his eyes.
“I’m sure you do, Detective You spoke to her sister Blaze yesterday morning at the end of your shift. Rayne Nightingale isn’t a name you could forget. Would you care to sit down and tell me what you know, or do you want to keep fucking around?”
“Fine, she’s a missing stripper, gone two days,” Murphy said. “Her background check showed a history of drug pushing and addiction. The department won’t waste resources on a case where the supposed victim is probably sleeping off a heroin fix in a dumpster somewhere.”
“Her background also shows a straight A student on the Dean’s List trying to make a better life for herself, Detective. I guess you didn’t bother reading that far. Did you consider cross-referencing her with the other missing girls? Maybe she has something in common with them?”
Murphy frowned. “No. I didn’t know she was a student, and I doubt she had anything to do with the other missing girls, but I’ll look into it.”
Ashley glared daggers at the detective. “You stopped at pulling up her priors, didn’t you? You really are a piece of shit, Murphy. How did you even get another job after you let Smoak’s attackers get away?”
“That’s enough, Ms. Higgins,” Murphy said, pulling his arm free.
“Not even close, Detective.” 
“Keep talking if you want me to arrest you for assault, Ms. Higgins,” Murphy snarled.
“I’ll be out in an hour, and you’ll be looking at yet another lawsuit. Go ahead.”
Murphy’s face darkened, and he clenched his fists at his sides.
“Get out of this station.”
“Not yet,” Ashley said. She pushed past the seething detective and knocked on the customer service window. “Hi, Officer Ryan. Under my jurisdiction as a special Marine Corps officer, I would like to request a copy of the missing persons report for Rayne Nightingale, please.”
“I’m not sure I can—” the officer started.
“You can,” Ashley interrupted. “If you aren’t sure, please contact your lieutenant or General John Chandler, USMC. I believe they will give you the proper authorization.” She pulled a card from her pocket and slipped it under the glass. “You can fax it to me at this number.”
The officer took the card and set it aside. “Of course, ma’am. I’ll get it to you before my shift ends.”
Ashley smiled at the officer and turned away to find Murphy standing behind her, his face red with fury.
“I’m sorry, Detective,” she said. “Did you say something? You must have forgotten I’m deaf. Lucky for you. By the look on your face, it would be me filing assault charges.”
Murphy opened his mouth to reply, but Ashley pushed past him again, exiting into the night without a backwards glance. She crossed the courtyard to where Rock was waiting with the Tahoe. He waved when she approached and opened the door for her. She relaxed into the back seat and waited for Rock to get behind the wheel before she spoke.
“Murphy is still as much of an ass as he was when I was in High School. Take us around the block.”
Rock turned in his seat. “We’re not going back home?”
Ashley grinned at the older man and leaned forward. “What fun would that be? I want to see what Murphy does now I’ve stirred him up a little. Let’s find a Wi-Fi signal, so I can get some work done while we wait.”
Rock frowned, but didn’t say anything. A few minutes later, they were sitting a few blocks away in front of a small white house that had a clear view of the police department parking lot. It only took a moment for Ashley to piggyback on the homeowner’s Wi-Fi signal and start doing a background check on Murphy.
Detective Francis “Frank” Murphy was born and raised in Jacksonville, Florida. He’d been a second string quarterback on his school football team with hopes of playing for the University of Florida, hopes that had been dashed when he didn’t make the cut. He’d graduated with mediocre grades and immediately gone into the police academy after graduation. He’d been hired out of the academy by the Ormond Beach police, and spent three years on the street before being promoted to Detective. Smoak had been his first case after being promoted. After the way he’d fumbled it, he’d ended up suspended for three months. He went back on duty and kept his head down until he was fired for letting Rayne Nightingale walk on narcotics charges for the second time. Miami had hired him at the base detective salary less than two months after he was fired from Ormond.
Why would anyone hire you? Ashley wondered. Whose fault did you make your troubles out to be?
Ashley pursed her lips and stared at the screen. The pieces just didn’t fit. Murphy was a lousy cop. Almost all of his solved cases were the result of teamwork, not ability on his part. Most officers with as poor a record as his would have been working the front desk until retirement, but there he was, working missing persons cases in one of the cities with the most kidnappings in America. A lot of those cases would end up being handled by the Feds, but someone had to do the grunt work, and that someone shouldn’t be Frank Murphy.
With a few deft key strokes, she moved from Murphy’s personnel files to his private accounts. On the surface, he didn’t look out of the ordinary. He lived alone in a modest North Beach apartment, drove an Audi and deposited a small amount of poker winnings every Thursday morning. It was the offshore account he had linked to his checking account that was suspicious as hell. Murphy had been making monthly deposits ranging from five to ten thousand dollars since he’d started at the Miami department.
“Somebody got you the job and is paying you to do what you do. Be a lousy cop,” Ashley muttered. “I’d like to know who.”
She put the laptop aside and opened her purse. She removed a notepad and her wallet, scribbled a short note on the pad and tore it off before pulling five crisp twenty-dollar bills from her wallet. She placed them in a small envelope with the note and handed it to Rock.
“What’s this?” he asked.
“It’s a tip and a note suggesting they put a better password on their router. Do me a fave and slip it under the doormat, would you?” Ashley replied.
Rock smiled and did as Ashley requested. When he came back, he leaned over the seat. “What next, Miss?”
Ashley started to answer when a pair of headlights caught her attention. Murphy’s black Audi A4 sedan was pulling out of the police lot.
“Follow that car,” she said, pointing. She’d always wanted to say that.
Rock turned and let the Audi get a short distance ahead before he entered traffic and followed, always at least a block behind the Audi driving at a sedate pace. Ashley sat behind Rock, swallowing her curiosity to ensure Murphy didn’t catch her in his rearview mirror.
Murphy had left the department heading west, however, three blocks from the station, he turned north, circled the block and headed east on 934. He merged onto I-95 south and accelerated well above the speed limit. 
Rock sped up as well, staying one lane to the right of Murphy and keeping him in sight while not appearing to be speeding. Behind him, Ashley smiled. Smoak had chosen him for his heart, his skills were a bonus Ashley was often grateful for. He was as much a part of Shadowlands as anyone.
Ten minutes later, Murphy again changed direction, this time merging onto 395 toward the MacArthur Causeway. Rock followed at a reasonable distance, slowing to cross through early morning traffic and then accelerating to keep the speeding Audi in view.
They continued playing follow the leader for several long minutes, heading toward Miami-Dade harbor in a round-about way. Murphy was trying to make sure he didn’t have a tail, but his driving indicated he was reacting on autopilot. Ashley was certain he hadn’t spotted them, otherwise, he wouldn’t have continued toward what was an obvious destination—the docks.
“Back off a little,” Ashley said. “Even Murphy will notice if we follow him down there this early in the morning. Take the outer road, I’m betting he’s going toward the southern end near the international containers. Security is light down there.”
Rock nodded his agreement and slowed down, letting the Audi turn off well ahead of them. Ashley watched for a moment then began undressing. She caught Rock’s eyes in the rearview mirror and smiled.
“I know, you’re wondering why I’m taking off my clothes. I won’t be doing much sneaking around the docks in a white suit, so I’m going to change while you drive. Try not to hit anything, huh?”
Rock blushed and guided the truck back onto the road, one finger scratching his ear.
Still smiling, Ashley dragged a pack from the rear of the truck and pulled out a pair of black BDU pants, a tank top and a pair of her favorite Bates combat boots. She was dressed by the time Rock parked the Tahoe at the far end of the dock behind a row of train cars waiting to be uncoupled and moved. Ashley slid a Sig-Sauer P239 nine-millimeter pistol into the holster on her right leg and climbed out of the truck into the warm early morning air. She tapped on Rock’s window and looked around at the storage containers and the distant guard-shack. They only had ten or fifteen minutes before someone came back asking dumb questions. Rock rolled the window down and raised an eyebrow.
“Stay here, keep the engine running and pretend you’re reading or something if the guard comes by,” she said. “Whatever you do, don’t let them make you move or I will never find you.”
“Yes, Miss. Should I let Miss Kamryn know where you are?” Rock asked.
Ashley shook her head. “Not unless I don’t come back. Then call her in.”
Rock didn’t look happy. “As you wish.”
“Relax, Rock. SK ain’t the only one who can kick a little ass.”
Ashley kissed his cheek and ran off toward the train cars. Beyond them was a chain link fence that separated the public area from the storage containers waiting to be loaded onto cargo ships bound for Europe. She vaulted the coupler between two cars and jogged to the fence, her eyes scanning back and forth for any hint of danger. It looked quiet, but she could feel the breeze on her face and sense the fence shaking under her fingertips.
She gripped the wire between her fingers and scurried up and over the top, dropping to her feet and rolling, letting the ground absorb the impact. She knelt in the long grass for a long moment, making sure she hadn’t been noticed. Seeing nothing, she jumped to her feet and ran toward the nearest set of storage containers, using the shadow of the four-high stack to hide her movement. When she reached the safety of the container, she moved along the side toward where they’d last seen Murphy’s Audi.
Ashley picked her way down the narrow space between the containers and the fence, alternating between trailing her fingers on the fence and along the cold steel of the cargo containers, using their vibration like a blind man uses a cane. When she reached the end of the row, she stopped. The Audi was sitting in the middle of the lot to her left, and Murphy was leaning against the side, playing with something shiny, rolling it around in his hands. 
Ashley knelt in the shadow and waited, one hand on the metal next to her. It wasn’t long before a late model Mercedes-Maybach entered the lot and pulled up next to Murphy. Ashley couldn’t tell who was in the Mercedes through the privacy tint, but Murphy was speaking, waving his hands in the air and twice dropping the object he was holding to the ground. He was talking so fast, it was hard to read his lips, but she could tell he mentioned Rayne’s name as well as hers during his rant. He stopped suddenly during his tirade and held up his hands, showing there was a golden disk in his left palm. A coin. 
He listened for a couple of heartbeats, nodded and stepped away from the Mercedes, which accelerated away, never slowing until it reached the end of the lot. Murphy watched it go before leaning back against his Audi and wiping sweat from his face with one hand.
They might be paying you, Ashley thought, but they scare the hell out of you. Is it the Russians or the boys from South Africa?
She shook her head and looked away, using a marker from her pocket to write the Mercedes’ license plate on the back of her hand. When she looked up, it was to see Murphy looking straight at her.
“Shit,” she muttered.
She began backing away into the shadows, hoping he hadn’t actually seen her. When she was around the corner, she turned and began to run, her fingers trailing on the metal container to her right. She had only gone a dozen steps when the steel vibrated beneath her fingers, a rhythmic pattern that told her someone was moving along the top of the container, getting closer. 
She spun and dodged to the right, feeling a bullet tear through the side of her pants, the heat scorching her skin. Hissing in pain, she drew her pistol, danced back and fired two shots at the shadow above her. The first bullet missed by millimeters, but the second hit home, passing through the man’s jaw and out through the top of his head in a spray of crimson.
Ashley didn’t wait to see the body fall. The shots would surely attract attention, even at five a.m. on the Miami docks. She ran, again letting her fingers on the steel next to her be her ears. There was a sharp impact on the containers, and a shadow dropped to the ground in front of her, too close to shoot. 
She tossed her pistol at his face and lashed out with a side kick Bruce Lee would have admired. The heel of her boot hit the man in the sternum, and she felt the cracking of his ribs all the way to her hip. She followed the attack with a palm strike to his throat that knocked him out of the way and ended with a boot to his groin ensuring he wasn’t going anywhere.
She stopped to pat him down, pull a wallet from his pants and scoop up her own pistol before jumping back to her feet and running. A moment later, she was climbing the fence, using one hand to pull herself up and over. Sparks erupted around her as unseen gun thugs opened up with their pistols, the bullets poking dents into the train cars like fingers in icing.
Ashley hit the ground and rolled, coming up on one knee, her pistol spitting flame in the predawn light. Two of the silhouettes atop the containers dropped as her pistol clicked empty. She could see more shadowy figures, but they were hiding amongst the containers, unwilling to risk being shot. She didn’t blame them. It hurt like hell.
She regained her feet and ran while she had a window, vaulting between two train cars and heading for the parked Tahoe. She could see Rock was outside the truck, an Mp5 in his hands. Ashley waved to him and kept running, feeling relief wash over her that the big man had her back.
Rock opened the back door of the Tahoe, and then climbed in the front, wedging the Mp5 between the door and jamb, so he could still cover her. Ashley ducked around him and into the back seat of the truck, her heart pounding.
Rock didn’t wait for her to close the door. He slammed his and the truck accelerated away under his smooth touch.
“I’m fine, Rock,” Ashley said. “I left four bodies behind, though. Murphy met with someone in a black Mercedes, and I’m guessing, whoever it was, had their own guards. Chandler will be pissed about the corpses, but it can’t be helped.”
She sat up and put a fresh magazine in her pistol before holstering it and pulling out the wallet she’d taken. Inside was two hundred dollars in small bills and a Maine driver’s license in the name of Ivan Ivane. She ran her fingers over the surface then tossed it aside in disgust.
“Fake Maine driver’s license. The odds are good that the guys I killed were Russian, but I can’t swear to it,” she said.
Rock nodded, but didn’t otherwise comment. 
Ashley knew he was concentrating on his driving and needed both hands to sign.
“Take me back to the apartment, I need to get a shower, call SK and get Noah to come down and exchange my pistol.”
Rock nodded again and changed lanes, guiding the big truck south toward home.



 


 
 
 
 
The sun glowed above the horizon, yellow fingers spilling like syrup over the glistening towers of Miami. Smoak always loved mornings. They made everything look shiny and new. For the moment, Miami looked innocent and clean, even if she knew what was lurking beneath the gleaming surface.
She guided her bike through morning traffic and entered the parking garage, winding her way around until she reached the top floor where her parking space waited. She backed the bike into the spot and used her key card to pass through the security door into the apartment building. She entered her apartment a few minutes later to find Ashley treating a cut on her hip with hydrogen peroxide and cotton gauze. She knew what kind of wound it was by the shape. 
She sat down next to Ashley and quickly signed, How the hell did you get shot?
“Good morning to you too, SK,” Ashley said. “I was following up a lead on Rayne. It was nothing I couldn’t handle.”
Smoak glared at the top of Ashley’s head and leaned back into the sofa, her arms folded over her chest.
Ashley dabbed at the wound with another pad. “Stop looking at me like that. I’m trained and I’m a better shot than you are. And ,if you raise one finger to say I can’t hear, I’m going to kick your ass. This feels like someone stuck a hot poker in my leg, and I’m not in the mood for any of that foolishness.”
Smoak leaned forward and used one finger to raise Ashley’s chin until she could see her friend’s eyes.
“I wasn’t going to say anything of the sort. I know you can handle yourself, but I am never going to be happy about you taking chances or getting hurt. Can I help?”
“I’m not any happier when you do it, SK,” Ashley replied. “Could you put the bandage on? I can’t really see.”
Smoak picked up the square of bandage and set about taping it in place. “Tell me how you got shot and what our next move is.”
Ashley winced as Smoak’s less than gentle fingers worked on her leg. “Your bedside manner is crap. While you were out, I did some digging and found a possible connection to Rayne. She was arrested three times by Murphy back in Ormond Beach, twice for drugs. Guess who is now working in Miami?”
“The Detective Murphy Blaze spoke to is the same one from Ormond?”
“Yep…”
Ashley spent the next ten minutes giving Smoak the low-down on what had happened during the night with Smoak filling in her own details as she worked. When she was done, Ashley pulled on a clean pair of shorts and sat on the arm of the sofa.
“What do you think?” she asked.
Smoak stifled a yawn and leaned back against the cool leather of the sofa.
“I think I’m going to get a couple hours of sleep. Then I’m going to take great pleasure in rattling Murphy’s cage until he tells me what happened to Rayne,” she said. “You should get some sleep, too.”
“And then what?”
“Can you see if you can crack the GPS on Rayne’s phone? I doubt she still has it with her, but it might give us the general location where she was snatched,” Smoak said.
Ashley frowned. “How do you know she even has one?”
Smoak looked uncomfortable. “I sort of bumped into Blaze earlier, and she was texting on one, so I am guessing they both have one. I didn’t see a land line in their place.”
Ashley’s jaw dropped. When she could speak, it was with a giggle. “You let a client see you? That has to be a first. I’m guessing, from the look on your face, you don’t mean figuratively. Do you? You actually bumped into her?”
“It couldn’t be helped. She walked out of the stairwell and ran right into me. I couldn’t very well push her down the stairs and bolt, so I talked to her like a normal person would.”
“What did she say?” Ashley asked.
Smoak took great interest in an imaginary mark on the sofa. “Not much. She invited me to breakfast.”
“What?” Ashley asked. “I can’t see your lips.”
Smoak rolled her eyes, but looked up and repeated herself.
“And you went, didn’t you? You had breakfast with the client!” Ashley said.
“It was just toast and coffee, don’t make such a big deal out of it,” Smoak groused.
“I think you broke your own first five rules,” Ashley said with a grin. “Admit it. You’re smitten by her legs. Just remember she can’t be Ms. Tonight, you’re supposed to be finding her sister.”
“Gimme a break, Ash! I was just trying not to blow my cover,” Smoak said. “I don’t even know if she likes women, she’s probably got some gigantic boyfriend and has forgotten me by now.”
“Uh huh…your instincts are infallible. I doubt she’s forgotten those purple eyes, that mane of blond hair or that you’re six feet tall. You’re an unforgettable woman, when you want to be. Just keep it in your pants, we have work to do.” 
“Yeah… fine. I’m going to go get some sleep,” Smoak said, standing.
“Sweet dreams. But keep pinky in the nightstand, you’re tougher when you’re horny.”
Smoak threw a sofa pillow at Ashley’s head and left the room, trying not to smile at her friend’s muffled laughter.
 


 
Church bells were ringing out the noon hour when Smoak exited the apartment complex. Once again, she was dressed in black; black BDU pants tucked into combat boots, a black tank top and her old black motorcycle jacket. Her mirrored sunglasses covered her eyes, and her hair was pulled back into a leather thong to keep it out of her face for the ride to North Beach. 
Her bike roared to life, and she sat on the back, staring at the sticky note with Blaze’s number written in very feminine script. She ran a thumb over the numbers then crumpled up the note and tossed it aside.
Don’t be stupid, Kamryn. You’ve got shit to do.
 


 
She’d said the same thing to John Chandler two years ago. 
“I’m sick of it, John. ‘One shot, one kill’ isn’t fun anymore. When I was a rookie, I didn’t give a rat’s ass why you asked me to quietly kill someone. I liked the pay and the gig. Now I care. I don’t know why I do this, and I want out. I’ve got shit to do, and I’m taking Ash with me.”
“Like what, MacKenna?” General Chandler asked, lighting a cigar. “Where are you two going to go? This is what we do. I point, you kill.”
“Not anymore,” Smoak replied. “This is political bullshit. None of it means a damn thing. There has to be something else I can do, somewhere. Maybe I’ll go back home.”
Chandler’s secretary, a young man named Noah Mason who had been standing near the file cabinets, piped up.
“Smoak, you can’t break up a winning team, stick with what you’re best at…”
Smoak turned her head and glared at Mason.
“I’m still Sergeant MacKenna to you, Mason, and if I wanted your opinion, I’d have asked.”
Noah paled and went back to his filing. Smoak stared at his back a beat longer then turned her head back to Chandler.
“So how about it, John? Are you going to sign the paperwork for an honorable discharge, or am I going AWOL with Ash?”
Chandler puffed on his cigar.
“Let me get this straight, MacKenna. You don’t care that you’re killing people, you care that you don’t think it means anything?”
“You know I don’t care about killing, John,” Smoak replied. “Nobody who gets a visit from me is a saint. But their deaths don’t change anything, either. It’s the same shit, different day.”
Chandler nodded. “I knew someday that conscience of yours was going to be a bitch.”
“…John…” Smoak warned.
“I got it, MacKenna, and I have a counter proposal. I’ve been working on a pet project, and I could use you and Ashley on the team. I’ll sign your discharge papers and arrange for a fat bankroll for you to do whatever you want to, if you agree to continue working for me on the side,” Chandler said.
“In what capacity?” Smoak asked.
“Like Noah said, doing what you do best, taking out the trash,” Chandler replied, holding out his hand. “Do we have a deal?”
Smoak straightened, ignoring the hand. “Let me talk to Ash, I’m not making that call for her.”
Chandler waved a hand dismissively. “Fine. I want your answer by dawn, or I have another job for you in Afghanistan.”
Smoak turned away. “I’m not going back to Afghanistan, John. Not ever.”
She nodded at Mason and left Chandler’s office, leaving the door open.
“Is she really that important, General?” Mason asked when she was gone.
Chandler sucked on his cigar and blew a smoke ring at the door. “That girl is the Angel of Death. If you see her wings, you’re already a corpse. Yes, son, she’s that important. I can’t do this without her. Stop that and go do up their discharge orders, they’ll be leaving the service effective immediately.”
“You think they’ll say yes? It seems like a long shot.”
Chandler smiled. “I know they will.”
 


 
Smoak arrived in North Beach nearly half an hour after leaving the apartment. The lunch rush had been murder on Alton Road, and she’d been forced to wind her way through traffic, which did nothing to improve her mood.
Murphy lived in a large condominium complex with views of both the ocean and the not too distant skyscrapers of the city proper. Each of the condominiums within the complex were two stories tall with four apartments per building, two on the top and two on the bottom. Murphy’s residence was on the first floor, with a walk out to the harbor beyond the complex. Smoak parked her bike on the street in front of his building and walked toward his door, her hands in her jacket pockets.
Detective Murphy answered the door after Smoak’s third persistent ring of the doorbell. He was messy-haired and stood bleary eyed in his boxers, the fly hanging open.
“What do you want?” he growled. “I work nights!”
Smoak lowered her glasses. “Hey, Murphy, long time no see. I’d hoped Mr. Higgins had buried you under a bigger rock, but here we are, just like old times. Do you have a minute for a friend?”
“You…” Murphy breathed.
“Me,” Smoak confirmed. 
Murphy stared for a moment then pushed the door shut in Smoak’s face. She could hear him moving around inside and knew he was getting ready to run. She leaned back and kicked the door, popping the cheap lock with the heel of her boot. She followed through and glanced around the wide entryway. Murphy had knocked over two dining chairs in his haste. He’d also broken a glass coffee table in the next room and now stood amidst the glass, trying to put on a pair of pants and not cut his feet at the same time.
“What’s the problem, Murph?” Smoak asked. “I just want to ask you a couple questions. You act like I’m trying to sell you Amway.”
Murphy buckled his belt and backed away, reaching for the sliding door. “I’ve seen your military record, MacKenna. You aren’t here to ask any questions, they sent you to kill me!”
Smoak spread her hands to show they were empty. “What are you talking about? No one sent me. I’m looking for Rayne Nightingale, and I think you might have been one of the last people to see her. I just want to talk. Gaia, what has you so spooked?”
“You’re not here to kill me?” Murphy asked.
“Of course not! What kind of idiot kills a cop in his own place?” Smoak asked. “I’d wait till you were getting donuts…”
A shotgun blast ripped through the apartment door, breaking the hinges and knocking Smoak off her feet to fall in a heap among the dining chairs.
“Detective Murphy,” a man said in a Russian accent. “Gregor has decided it is time for you to retire.”
“The Russians!” Murphy yelled.
Smoak heard the sliding door open and the breaking of more glass, combined with the report of another shotgun blast. She gritted her teeth against the pain in her back and stood, drawing her knives as she rose. A large man, his broad chest and muscular arms covered in tattoos, stood in the doorway, a tactical shotgun clutched in his beefy hands.
“Go away, bub,” she said. “I need him alive.”
The man leveled his shotgun at her and sneered. “Too bad, girl. You brought knives to a gunfight. Move out of the way, and you won’t get hurt.”
“Not the first time,” Smoak replied. “Drop the shotgun and lay down on the floor with your hands on your head.”
The Russian laughed, a loud sound that rumbled as if it was having trouble crawling out of his chest. “You’re a funny girl!”
Smoak shrugged and threw one of her knives. The fourteen-inch long blade sunk into the Russian’s chest with a thud and cut off his laughter. He stared at her for a heartbeat, then sank to his knees, reflexively shooting a hole in the floor. He then fell on his face and lay still.
Damn, he couldn’t fall on his side? Smoak thought.
It took some effort to roll the man’s dead weight aside, but with a grunt, she rolled him over and pulled her blade from his chest. That was all the time she could spare. She ran for the door, hoping Murphy hadn’t made it out of sight.
She needn’t have worried. He was laying in the street in front of a school bus with the driver, a middle-aged man in shorts, sunglasses and a baseball cap, standing over him with a cell phone to his ear. Murphy wasn’t hurt too badly, he was moving, and Smoak could hear him whining even from where she stood on his porch. She wiped her knife on his curtains and sheathed her weapons before crossing the yard, stopping when she reached the bus driver.
“What happened?” she asked.
“This idiot just ran out in front of me!” the man replied. “I hit the brakes or he would be a pancake instead of bleeding out on the pavement. I think he broke his skull, I heard it hit the front of the bus before he fell.”
“Are the kids okay?” Smoak asked, seeing tiny faces peering out through the windows.
“Huh?” the driver asked. “Oh, yeah. They seem fine. I wasn’t going all that fast.”
He looked Smoak up and down. “Who are you, anyway?”
“I’m a friend of the idiot,” Smoak replied. “Can you move the bus away? Those kids shouldn’t see this.”
“The hell you say!” Murphy groaned.
She squatted next to Murphy and looked him over. “You don’t look so good, Murph, and right now, I’m the only friend you’ve got. Where’s Rayne?”
“Why would I tell you, even if I knew?” Murphy asked.
“Because people want you dead. I’m one of them, but right now, I’m willing to protect you, if you help me find her while she’s still alive. The clock is ticking.”
“Fine, you’re worse than they are. Get me out of here, and I’ll tell you what I know.” 
Smoak nodded and straightened, looking around for a likely vehicle she could borrow to get Murphy to safety. He for sure wasn’t going on the back of the bike. 
“The cops and an ambulance are on the way,” the driver said behind her.
“We’ll be gone before they get here,” Smoak replied.
“What? You can’t leave the scene of an accident! Well, you can, but he can’t.” the driver yelled. “This is all his fault!
Smoak turned to glare at the driver and glimpsed something out of the corner of her eye. Instincts and training cut in, pushing her into overdrive. She grabbed the driver and shoved him into the bus’ grill, covering his body with her own. A split second later, she heard Murphy grunt, followed by the report of a high caliber rifle. She looked over her shoulder to see crimson spreading over Murphy’s chest.
“Dammit, Murphy don’t you dare die!” she yelled.
Another shot ricocheted off the side of the bus, not far from Smoak’s head, and she ducked, taking the driver with her. He hit the ground like an old sack of potatoes and pulled his legs into the fetal position beneath the bus.
“Somebody’s shooting at us!” 
“You noticed, huh?” Smoak asked, trying to spot the shooter in the maze of buildings and boats. “Just keep your head down. When I move, you move and get this bus out of here.”
“I’m not going out there,” the driver said. “That’s how people get shot.”
Smoak turned her purple gaze on him. “Yes. You are. You’re responsible for these kids. You are going to go be a hero and get them out of here. Don’t worry, the shooter is going to have something else to worry about besides you.”
“What?”
“Me,” Smoak replied, putting her glasses back on.
She looked back toward the ocean and finally spotted the glint of the shooter’s scope on one of the boats in the harbor. He’d chosen a moored power boat not too far from shore, which meant he’d probably just walked down the dock and climbed aboard, waiting for a shot through Murphy’s bedroom window.
“I see him,” she said. “Uncurl your legs and get ready to run.”
The driver straightened and rolled over on his stomach. “What are you going to do?”
“Charge.”
Smoak pushed herself up and ran, dodging through palm trees and vaulting over cars, never giving the shooter a clear shot. Twice the sniper’s bullets blew holes in vehicles she passed before she dove behind an old Ford to catch her breath. She rolled over to look back the way she’d come and was relieved to see that the bus was pulling away, taking its precious cargo to safety.
Smoak rolled over again and looked under the car toward where she’d last seen the sniper. He was still there, crouching in the bow of the boat with his rifle aimed in her general direction.
Bastard probably thinks Murphy told me something useful, Smoak thought. Too bad he didn’t.
She rose into a crouch and scanned the harbor. The beach ended in a ten-foot seawall that dropped to the ocean below. It would be perfect cover. She was preparing for another dash toward the wall when she heard a voice nearby. She looked under the car again and saw a woman leaving her apartment, phone held to her head. She was waving her free hand around and talking, oblivious to what was unfolding only a few yards away.
“Hey, you! Get back inside!” Smoak called.
The woman kept walking, never even looking up.
“Lady! Come on, there’s a nut on the loose, get back inside!” Smoak tried.
That time, the woman looked at the car Smoak was hiding behind, a quizzical look on her face. The sniper’s bullet passed through her head and phone, and she fell to the ground, the look on her face unchanged by the impact.
“You son of a bitch!” Smoak yelled. “She wasn’t a threat!”
Smoak rose to her feet and ran, her heart pounding in her chest with a mixture of anger and excitement. She skidded across the hood of a parked car near the docks and leapt, turning the drop beyond the sea wall into a dive that carried her beneath the warm water and to relative safety, out of reach of the sniper’s bullets.
She swam along the ocean floor, using rocks and chunks of old concrete to pull herself toward the powerboat. When she reached the boat’s anchor, she looked up and could see the long, narrow vessel bobbing in the afternoon sun. She could also see the sniper. He was pacing back and forth on the boat, the rifle aimed toward the shore and the handful of onlookers that had started to peek out of their condominiums. It was only a matter of time before he either ran or started shooting. If he started pulling the trigger, it would become a slaughterhouse on the six o’clock news.
Smoak swam beneath the boat and rose on the far side without a sound, one knife clutched in her right hand. She stretched her left hand along the side of the boat until she could reach the gunwale and she pulled, sliding up the boat’s hull until she could see inside. The sniper knelt on the starboard side, his rifle balanced on the hull. He was watching through his scope and sucking on a can of cheap beer.
Smoak put her blade in her teeth and pulled with both arms until she was crouched on the port side of the boat just a few feet behind the sniper. She took the knife out of her teeth, drew her second one and cleared her throat.
The sniper spun around in surprise, almost dropping his rifle. “I thought I shot you when you hit the water,” he said. “Why aren’t you dead?” He eyed Smoak as if weighing his odds against the slightly smaller woman.
“Because you’re a terrible shot,” Smoak replied. “You have five seconds to raise your hands and surrender to the authorities.”
“If I’m caught, it’s the death penalty. I killed a cop,” the sniper said.
Smoak watched his right hand slide towards the pistol at his hip. “Three seconds.”
“If they don’t kill me, Gregor will,” the man tried.
“Two seconds.”
“I’m not going down like that,” he said.
“Zero.”
He reached for his pistol, a smooth draw with a practiced hand. The Glock may as well have been a mile away. Smoak’s blades hissed through the air and passed through his neck as if it was paper, almost removing his head from his spine. Arterial red sprayed across the boat, and he slumped, falling into unconsciousness in a handful of seconds.
“Nobody ever listens,” Smoak muttered. “Death isn’t actually preferable to prison. Hell is forever.”
She cleaned her knives on a towel she found in the boat then climbed out and made her way down the dock. When she reached the car-park, half a dozen police cars were arriving along with the Miami-Dade SWAT unit. Smoak sighed and pulled her Military ID from her pocket, not looking forward to the questions that would follow and possibly even involve Chandler. If she wound up owing him another favor, she might slit her own wrists.
 


 
The noon sun faded into a stormy afternoon while Smoak waited for the police to finish their investigation. She was sitting on the hood of a Ford cruiser, ignoring the third detective who’d come over to review her statement, when she spotted fiery red hair in the crowd beyond the police tape. She stood up to get a better look and spotted Blaze, standing near the tape, arguing with a patrolman who was refusing to let past. She was wearing jeans and a tank top instead of a mini dress, but she was unmistakable in the crowd of tourists and rubberneckers.
“Ms. MacKenna, will you please get down? That’s state property you’re denting.”
“Sure, Barney, I’ve got shit to do,” Smoak replied. “Go tell your lieutenant I’m not repeating myself, and if he has any more dumbass questions, he can call Chandler.”
She stepped off the car and made her way toward the tape and where Blaze was standing. Blaze saw her and waved, a puzzled look on her face. Smoak waved back and stopped opposite her.
“Hey, Blaze,” she said. “Don’t take this wrong, but what the hell are you doing here?”
Blaze laughed. “I could ask you the same thing. You look like someone tried to drown you. Are you okay?”
“Ms. MacKenna saved a bus full of kids,” the patrolman said. “It was brilliant!”
Thanks, officer, Smoak thought.
Blaze bounced on her toes like a child at the carnival. “Really? That’s awesome, Kamryn, what happened?”
Smoak could feel the flush rising in her cheeks, and she shot an angry glance at the patrolman, who moved a step away.
“I’ll tell you later,” she said. “But what brings you out here? You didn’t come all the way out here to gawk…”
Blaze shook her head. “Of course not. The officer on duty downtown told me that Detective Murphy might have made some headway in my sister’s case. When I found out he’d taken the day off, I drove out to talk to him.”
Smoak sighed and pointed at the bloodstain on the pavement behind her. “That was Detective Murphy. Or what’s left. He was the sniper’s first victim.”
Blaze frowned. “Shit… I was hoping he’d found Rayne.”
Smoak shook her head. “I’m sorry, hon, I don’t think so, or there would be cops out looking. His Lieutenant would have called you or something.”
Blaze continued to stare at the blood. “They have to find her.”
“They will,” Smoak said. “Didn’t you say this guy was an asshole, anyway? Someone better will get assigned the case, and they’ll find your sister.”
Blaze looked at Smoak, a hint of a smile on her naked lips. “Yeah… I can’t say I’m glad he’s gone, but I am glad he’s off the case. He wasn’t a very good detective.”
“I’m sorry you had to see this,” Smoak said. 
Blaze shrugged. “Not the first time I’ve seen blood, and I got to see you, even if you do look like you’ve been swimming in your clothes.”
Smoak looked down at her damp, salt-encrusted pants and smiled. “I have been. I should go home and get changed.”
“Oh!’ I have some clothes in my car that should fit you,” Blaze said. “I keep spare stuff with me, just in case.”
“I can go home, really it’s fine,” Smoak said.
“Why go home when you can change right here?” Blaze asked. “Are you avoiding me?”
Smoak blinked in surprise and looked at Blaze, who was standing with her hands on her hips, her green eyes shining. 
Finding her voice, Smoak said “What? No, not at all. I just don’t want to be a bother.”
Blaze lifted the tape high enough for Smoak to pass through. “It’s no bother. Come on, I’m sure I’ve got some shorts or something.”
Smoak knew she shouldn’t. Wasting time with Blaze wasn’t going to find Rayne. But something made her duck under the tape and follow the redheaded woman through the crowd to the street where her Honda was parked. Blaze let go of her hand and opened the trunk to rifle through a large duffel bag that was placed to one side. A few moments later, the girl turned and handed Smoak a pair of shorts and a fresh tee-shirt with the Pepsi logo emblazoned on the front.
“Get changed and I’ll see if I have a brush in the car. Your hair looks...well, it looks like something has been nesting in it,” she said.
“Where?” Smoak asked.
Blaze grinned. “On your head? That’s where we usually keep big piles of blonde hair.”
Smoak flushed. “No, I meant—”
Blaze cut her off, “I know what you meant. I was being silly. Why not right here? Face that way and only the seagulls will see anything.”
Smoak stared at Blaze for a moment and saw the hint of challenge in the younger woman’s eyes. With a shrug, she set down the pile of clothes and turned away from the crowd. She tugged off her still soaking wet jacket and wrung it out as best she could before dropping it on the pavement. This was followed by the knife sheath that hung over her shoulders. She then pulled her top over her head and tossed it aside. 
“I don’t suppose you have a towel in that bag?” she asked.
Blaze turned and her jaw dropped. “I didn’t know you weren’t wearing a bra!”
It was Smoak’s turn to grin. “You didn’t ask.”
A fluffy white beach towel hit her in the face. She grabbed it and dried off, mindful that Blaze was still watching. Maybe Ashley was right and Blaze was her kind of girl.
She wrapped the towel around her waist and put the tee shirt on before kicking off her boots and dropping her pants. She finished drying off and tugged on the denim shorts Blaze had offered. They were a little snug around the hips but would do for now. When she was finished, she sat on the hood of the car to dry off her feet.
“What are those scars?” Blaze asked.
Smoak didn’t look up from drying between her toes. “Which ones?”
“The ones across your belly.”
Smoak tossed her socks aside and started putting her boots back on. “Bullet holes an angry soldier gifted me with while I strangled his buddy to death.” 
“I thought you said you were a dancer,” Blaze said.
“I am. That was before. I use makeup to cover the scars when I work. You can tell if you look close, but so far, no one has complained,” Smoak said. “Some customers think they add an air of mystery to me.”
“And the wing tattoos on your back. Those are to cover more scars, aren’t they?”
Smoak nodded. “The Wings of the Devil is what my CO used to call them. I had them done while on leave overseas.”
Blaze handed Smoak the hairbrush. 
Smoak took it and began working on the knots that held her hair in place like glue. She could feel the redhead woman’s eyes on her and she said, “Go ahead, you can ask.”
Blaze looked away, her eyes falling on the knives. “Why were you carrying a pair of swords?”
Smoak laughed, but could feel butterflies waking in her belly. “They aren’t swords. They’re specially made Khyber knives I picked up in Afghanistan.”
Blaze looked back at Smoak and frowned. “Give me the brush, you’re making a mess.”
Smoak stopped and held the brush out to Blaze. The other woman took it with a flourish and attacked Smoak’s hair with gentle vigor.
“Thank you. So why were you carrying your Klingon knives or whatever? Those things have got to be illegal, even in Florida.”
“I rarely go anywhere without some kind of weapon. Call it my own special form of PTSD, but I don’t like to go unarmed. It makes me nervous.” 
Smoak was surprised at how smoothly the lie poured from her lips and how guilty she felt as soon as it was hanging between them.
“It’s lucky you had them. The officer said you saved a busload of kids from that sniper,” Blaze said.
“I guess so,” Smoak said. “I was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“I’d say you were in the right place at the right time, Kamryn. If you hadn’t been here, some of those kids would be dead, and I’m willing to bet the sniper would have gotten away. You’re a hero.”
Smoak swallowed a bitter reply and closed her eyes, letting Blaze brush out her hair.
 


 
Half an hour later, the two women were sitting in a coffee house enjoying iced coffee and some kind of Danish Blaze had chosen. The coffee was good, but Smoak thought the pastry tasted like old pumpkin. Which is what it looked like. She picked at it with her fingers while she listened to Blaze talk. She knew almost everything Blaze was telling her about growing up in Ormond Beach, but it was nice to hear it come from the woman’s lips. Her voice had a musical quality that was almost mesmerizing.
“Sorry if I’m babbling,” Blaze said after a while. “I just haven’t had anyone to talk to since Rayne…”
Smoak smiled. “You’re not babbling. I like listening to you talk.”
“You should hear me sing,” Blaze said.
“I’m sure I will,” Smoak said. “Those detectives will find your sister, and then you can go back to doing regular gigs. When you do, I’ll come see you.”
Blaze nodded. “They will, and then I’ll get you a spot right in front of the stage to listen to me caterwaul.”
Smoke laughed and pushed her snack aside. “You have a great voice, Blaze. I can’t wait to hear you sing.”
Blaze frowned. “I hear a ‘but’ coming on.”
Smoak sighed and nodded. “Yeah… I need to get going. I should be at work.”
“At the club? You work the afternoon shift?” 
“Um…something like that,” Smoak said. “It will be late by the time I get cleaned up and my makeup on.”
“Maybe I’ll see you at the club, then,” Blaze said. “I’m off tonight.”
She scribbled her number on a napkin and handed it over. “I know you threw this away or you would have called. Don’t lose it this time. You’re wearing my shirt, and I want it back.”
Smoak picked up the note and slid it into the pocket of her borrowed shorts. “I’ll call you later, I promise.”
She left the coffee house and crossed the street to where her bike was parked behind Blaze’s Honda. She slipped into her sun-dried jacket and looked over her shoulder. Blaze was watching her through the window. When she saw Smoak looking, she smiled and gave a little wave of her fingers. Smoak waved back, retrieved her spare sunglasses from her tank bag and sped away, hoping Ashley wouldn’t ask where she’d been all afternoon.



 


 
 
 
 
Ashley woke just after noon to sunlight gleaming through her windows. She blinked at the light and rolled out of bed, her bare feet sinking into the soft blue carpet. Her room had the only real color in the whole apartment. Smoak liked everything to be clean, white and replaceable. They’d had to bleach enough towels and sheets that Ashley no longer complained about the lack of color.
She showered and changed into a pair of drab olive BDU pants and a tan tank top matched with combat boots. A tactical holster with a new Beretta M9 hung low on her right thigh and balanced the KA BAR combat knife on her left hip. After the previous night, she wanted to be ready for whatever happened, and it didn’t look as if this was going to a be simple case.
It was half past one when she sat down at her computer and started searching for Rayne Nightingale’s cell phone number. After an hour, she found it listed with a small local carrier and it did indeed have a GPS installed. It took another thirty minutes to locate the GPS signal and match it with a local map. The phone’s last location was an abandoned hospital on the south side of the city.
Bingo, she thought. What’s a girl like you doing in a place like that, Rayne?
She sent the information to her tablet and used her dedicated TTY line to call Smoak.
There is no answer, the screen read a moment later. Would you like me to leave a message?
Try again, Ashley typed.
There was another pause and again the operator sent the message that there was no answer. Ashley ran a hand through her hair and glared at the screen. The cursor was flashing, awaiting her response.
Leave a message telling her to call Rock or me as soon as possible, she typed. Then call Rock and ask him to come pick me up.

Yes ma’am, was the reply.
Ashley put the TTY on vibrate and slipped the tablet into her backpack. She would feel the pulse even through the leather. She gathered spare magazines, a small taser and a handful of other odds and ends she thought she might need and threw them into the pack as well. She then headed to the lobby to wait for Rock.
She’d checked her text messages over a hundred times before a white Cadillac Escalade pulled into the drive with Rock at the wheel. Ashley hurried out and climbed in before Rock had time to open the door for her.
“Where to, Miss?” he rumbled.
“Head south on Ninety-five,” Ashley replied. 
Rock nodded and turned around, guiding the big truck out of the driveway and south toward the interstate. 
“We’re heading for that abandoned section near the 923,” Ashley said when they were clear of traffic. “That piece of land those fat cats from Boston were going to turn into shopping malls and condominiums. Don’t get us pulled over, but hurry, there is a chance we’ll find Rayne out there somewhere.”
Rock nodded and the big SUV surged forward, weaving through traffic like a sports car on steroids.
While they drove, Ashley sent a series of texts to Smoak. When she received no response, she pulled out her tablet, hacked into a trucker’s mobile hotspot and tried to ping Smoak’s phone. The GPS told her the last location was near Murphy’s home in North Beach.
“Dammit, SK, where are you?”
She stared out the window and tried not to think of all the times she’d asked that question. One of the worst had been six years ago.
 


 
Dammit, SK, where the hell are you? Ashley thought.
She knelt, shivering in the mud in a ditch behind an occupied building in the middle of Baghdad. It wasn’t raining, and it wasn’t water she knelt in. It was human filth, and she wasn’t happy about it. She couldn’t hear, but she could smell just fine, and the stench in the gully was going to stick with her for some time to come.
We aren’t even supposed to be in Baghdad, we were told to get the hell out. But no, Smoak and Chandler have to play hero, and I end up kneeling on someone’s turd because these assholes can’t be bothered to walk to the toilet.
She gripped her silenced H & K Mp5 submachine gun and craned her neck, trying to make out any sign of Smoak in the surrounding darkness. She glimpsed a flicker of motion to her right and ducked as one of the handful of guards stepped into the yard through an archway. He had an AK-47 slung over his shoulder and a flask of booze in his hands. He glanced around the area, set his rifle aside and unzipped his fly. A moment later, Ashley could smell the acrid odor of his urine.
Oh for shit’s sake! I’m sure that place has a damn bathroom… Ashley thought.
She moved with quiet grace along the ditch, the puddles at her feet not even shimmering as she scampered toward the guard. When she had a clear shot at his head, she aimed and squeezed the trigger in a smooth motion, putting a bullet through his ear. She caught his lifeless body before it could hit the ground and dragged it into the ditch, where she patted him down, removing a set of keys and a radio. She turned the useless radio off and tossed it into the muck,  then rose and scanned the yard again. 
Nothing but cloud-filtered moonlight danced across the scrub. This was her chance. She rose and dashed the short distance to the archway. Beyond was a narrow hallway, one end open to the building’s central courtyard where she could see a pair of guards flipping through a pin-up magazine. To her left was a doorway open as wide as a man’s head, to her right a metal stairway leading upwards. Unsure exactly where Smoak was, but certain the computer center was somewhere upstairs, she closed the door behind her and stepped past the other door toward the stairs. She laid a hand on the cold iron and confirmed no one was coming down before dashing up, her weapon leading the way. 
She reached the second floor to see another guard sucking on a hand-rolled cigarette that smelled of cloves. His eyes widened when he saw her, but it was too late. Her first shot hit him in the chest, the second took the top of his head off and he dropped like a marionette with its strings cut. She stepped over the corpse and spun, her weapon covering all entrances to the corridor, but none of the antique doors opened. She smiled to herself and proceeded down the corridor, her left hand trailing along the stone wall. She could feel every cold and cracked surface beneath her bare fingertips as well as the faint vibration of machinery. 
She slowed at the next door. She had meant to continue down the corridor, but something made her stop. She would never know if it was a scent, a vibration or some unknowable sixth sense, but she somehow knew Smoak was on the other side of the door, and she needed help. 
Ashley placed a gentle hand on the door and felt nothing. She then reared back and kicked the rusty lock with all her strength. The door flew open, and she stepped through, her finger caressing her weapon’s trigger four times. Inside the room, two men dropped with bleeding wounds in their chests and skulls, revealing Smoak sitting half-naked on a chair, both hands tied behind her with a stretch of blood-soaked rope.
“Hey, SK, did you miss me?” Ashley asked.
Smoak smiled and stood, the piece of rope she was holding dropping from bloody fingers.
“Bout time you got here, Ash,” she said. “These guys were getting on my nerves.”
Smoak pulled her desert-sand tee shirt over her head and scooped her blades up from a nearby table.
“The ugly one told me that the computer center is on the floor above. There is a staircase at the far end of the building,” she said, tightening the sheathes over her shoulders.
Ashley looked at both men then back at Smoak.
“They’re both ugly.”
Smoak shrugged. “What do I know, I like girls. The target is on this floor, western corridor. You go get the disk thing—”
“It’s called a flash drive, Smoak, join the twenty-first century, huh?”
“Whatever. You get that, I’ll go get the target and meet you behind the building in ten.”
“Do you have any idea how the hell we’re getting out of here? The rest of the unit has already bugged out,” Ashley said. “Some people can follow orders.”
“We’ll think of something,” Smoak replied, leaning through the doorway. “It isn’t like we’re part of the actual unit, anyway. Me, you, Juno and Drake pretty much do whatever Chandler needs us to do.”
Ashley rolled her eyes. “You make it sound like we’re the fucking A-Team. This is real life, and I spend most of my time teaching sign language and cracking codes. This gun bunny shit is your deal.”
“Which is why you’re the second best shot in the whole unit.”
Ashley’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean ‘second best’? Did Drake beat my score?”
Smoak grinned. “Last week during time trials. I thought you knew.”
“If I knew, I would have gone back to the range!” Ashley said.
“Now you have something to look forward to. Can we get a move on? Our nonexistent ride isn’t going to wait forever.”
Ashley moved out of the way, her rifle sweeping the corridor.
“You know you’re crazy, right?” she asked.
“You’re the one who followed me. See you in ten,” Smoak replied. She winked at Ashley and hurried away, one hand on her blade.
“Fucking crazy,” Ashley repeated to her friend’s retreating back.
She watched until Smoak was out of sight before turning and heading across the second-floor walkway that overlooked the courtyard. There were two guards below, and she hugged the wall, feeling her heart pound in her chest. Sneaking around was the worst part of the job. A straight up fight would be better any day of the week.
She reached the end of the walk and glanced into the yard below. The men were still there, passing an earthenware flask back and forth. She nodded to herself and placed a hand on the door beside her. There were no vibrations. She opened it a scant crack and glanced through. Beyond was another narrow corridor, this one lit by two bare bulbs that flickered like candles in the wind. Three doors opened into the corridor, one with a bored-looking guard standing next to it.
Bingo 
She slung the Mp5 and stepped through the door, walking through as if she belonged there. The guard looked at her and straightened, one hand smoothing his rumpled hair. She saw his lips move, but reading Arabic took all her concentration. She smiled and shrugged, still walking at a normal pace. The guard tried his challenge again, this time laying one hand on his weapon.
“My Arabic is terrible,” Ashley said. “How ‘bout English?”
The guard frowned and started to raise his rifle, but by then, he was in range of Ashley’s boot, which caught him in the stomach. He doubled over, clutching himself and retching on the wooden floor. Ashley knocked him out with an elbow to the head, gifting him with a concussion and a fractured skull. He slumped to the floor, and she unslung her weapon and pushed the door open with her left hand. Two men sat behind computer consoles, a cloud of cigarette smoke circling their heads. She killed them both with double-tap shots to the chest and head, then closed the door. 
It was the work of five minutes to download the data Chandler was looking for and another two to route the rest of the data to her personal network for later review. When she was done, she pulled a packet of plastic explosives from her belt pouch and pressed it against the underside of one of the tables. The detonator had a long enough range she could set it off when they were well away, disrupting the network and permanently erasing any indication it had been tampered with.
When she was finished, she reloaded her weapon and stepped out into the corridor again.
Now all we have to do is get out of here and hope we don’t get court-martialed. Cake, she thought.
She rolled her eyes and jogged toward the stairs.
 
PRESENT DAY
 
Several years ago, a development corporation had purchased a section of Miami from the city, intending to use it to build condominiums and a shopping mall, placing an upper middle-class neighborhood within sight of South Beach. The developers’ backing fell through just purchasing the land, and the area had been left abandoned, free for the taking by anyone who could hold it. The zone included a disused hospital and half-a dozen local businesses, all now used by a variety of criminal operations, and all largely ignored by the authorities as it was technically still private land. Rock parked the Escalade outside the chain-link fence that surrounded most of the property and looked out at the overgrown sidewalks and distant buildings covered in graffiti.
He turned to look at Ashley, a frown on his handsome face. “Are you sure this is a good idea?”
Ashley looked out the window and smiled. “No problem, Rock.”
She put her tablet back into her slim backpack and leaned over the seat to kiss her friend on the cheek. 
“If I’m not back in twenty minutes, send in the cavalry.”
Rock looked unhappy. “What cavalry? We haven’t heard from Smoak in an hour.”
“If you haven’t heard from SK by then, call Chandler and Noah,” Ashley replied.
“Miss, that Noah kid is about as helpful as tits on a bull, if you’ll forgive me, and Chandler is getting up there in years,” Rock said. “Maybe you should wait for Miss Kamryn on this one?”
“You’re sweet to worry, Rock, but I’ve been doing this for years, I can handle myself.”
She climbed out of the truck and walked toward the fence, checking in both directions for any signs of guards. There was a pile of old cigarettes not too far from where she stood, and she stooped over them, one hand held in front of her. There was no heat from the pile, and on closer inspection, she could see the butts on the bottom were still soggy from the night’s dew. If a guard stood here, it was only at night.
She straightened and moved to the fence, running a hand over it. Why am I always climbing chain fences? I’m getting too old for this shit.
She chinned herself on the top bar of the fence and vaulted it, rolling when she hit the ground. She sprang to her feet at the end of the roll and ran, dodging ruined cars and smoking garbage cans until she reached a nearby building covered in gang tags. She ran along the side until she reached the corner where she knelt and pulled a pair of binoculars from her pack.
The old hospital building sat three blocks away on a lot all by itself, eleven stories of cream-colored cement surrounded by wild palm trees. The only exterior decorations were a set of colored stones in the western face that were supposed to form a cross in the setting sun and a For Sale banner that had been hanging from the southern side for almost a decade. 
Ashley could see no sentries, but she couldn’t make out much through the overgrown foliage. By the lack of growth in the cracked driveway and pavement outside it looked as if someone was using the building and visiting it often. 
She stowed the binoculars and chewed a thumbnail, still watching the building. The old cliché was true. It looked quiet. Too quiet. There was no way Rayne had gone in there alone. Whether she was still there or not, it was a safe bet someone was home and not expecting visitors.
She drew her pistol and stepped out of the building’s shadow, her walk casual as she crossed the open space, her weapon held at her side. Experience had hammered home that a person moving at a normal pace through an open area attracts less attention than someone moving ‘low and slow.’ Combat movement was reserved for combat. 
She reached the hospital’s outer fence and used it as a guide, following it until she was opposite the emergency room entrance at the side of the building. Through the bars, she could see a group of men sitting around a makeshift table, swapping drinks and a hand-rolled cigarette. They were dressed in tee shirts and jeans, and each had what looked like an M4 carbine close to hand.
Ashley paused again. One guard would have been easy to slip past. Four, not so much, and killing them at a distance would make too much noise.
The driveway to the emergency room curved downwards behind a retaining wall, leaving a space of less than four feet where the wall came closest to a low fence encircling the second-floor patio. From where she stood, it looked as if most of the second-floor windows had been broken out, giving easy and quiet access to the rooms beyond.
Ashley holstered her pistol and ducked around the edge of the fence, sticking to the overgrowth as much as possible until she was out of sight of the men near the entrance. When she was out of their line of vision, she ducked her head and ran as fast as she could, using her momentum to carry her from the top of the retaining wall to the fence around the second-floor patio. She caught the railing and hoisted herself up, going head first over the fence. 
She crouched on the other side and watched back the way she’d come, uncertain if she’d been heard. After eighty heartbeats, and no sign of movement, she turned and peered through the window next to her. Inside was what had once been a typical hospital room with two beds separated by a curtain, a shared bathroom and a single door. The beds were now gone, and the plastic curtain had been torn down and used for bedding, but whoever had been using the room was long departed.
She picked her way through the broken glass and crossed the room to the corridor, which was dark and smelled somewhat of old urine on top of decades of bleach. She wrinkled her nose in disgust and flicked on her flashlight, shining the red beam in both directions. The corridor to her left ended in a fire door that had been barred with an old piece of timber. The corridor to her right appeared to empty into a nurses’ station and a bank of elevators. There was no sign anyone was in any of the rooms, but the middle of the floor had been worn clean by a variety of shoes and boots.
Ashley frowned at the tracks and ducked back into the room she’d entered through to retrieve her tablet from her pack. It took a moment to connect to the satellite network, but when she did, the GPS signal from Rayne’s phone popped up on the screen. Based on the position it was either last located on this floor or the floor above and just a few doors down.
She put the tablet away and stepped back into the hallway, drawing her pistol as she walked. The next room was much like the one she’d just passed through, with torn curtains and shredded wallpaper. The strong smell of chloroquine and ether emanated from the third room, and Ashley slowed, peering into the room from the safety of the corridor.
Inside was either a glass blower’s worst nightmare or the world’s biggest chemistry set. Beakers and tubes had been set up on half a dozen tables, gas burners flickered in the gloom beneath a makeshift exhaust hood and several industrial sized white plastic jars containing a variety of chemicals had been placed near the shattered window. A man with red and black spiked hair hovered over the beakers, stirring several and smiling when they formed a hard crystalline substance.
Crystal heroin, Ashley thought. You son of a bitch.
She waited until the man had stepped away from his chemistry set and had his back to the door before she entered the room. She kicked him behind the knee, sending him tumbling to the cracked linoleum. A kick to the solar plexus ensured he uttered nothing more than a surprised squeak before she straddled him, her knees pinning his arms to the floor, the barrel of her pistol aimed at his nose.
“The only reason you’re still alive is I need information,” she said. “Rayne Nightingale, do you know her?”
The man gasped for breath and shook his head, his eyes crossing to stare at the Beretta aimed at his face.
Ashley pulled out her phone and showed her captive Rayne’s driver’s license photo. “Her. Are you sure?”
The man looked at the picture and nodded.
“Tell me what you know and talk slowly,” Ashley said.
He coughed and drooled out a glob of bloody phlegm before speaking.
“Trinity, she used to be one of Gregor’s couriers. She got out a few years ago, and I never saw her again.”
“Have you seen her recently?” Ashley pressed. “Maybe picking up a new shipment?”
“No way, lady, after the way she treated Gregor, coming back would have been a death sentence if she was lucky,” he said. “Come on, let me up, it feels like you broke something.”
Ashley’s knees pressed harder into his shoulders, and she leaned closer, trying to ignore the man’s popping joints. “You’re lucky it’s just broken. Where can I find Gregor?”
The man smiled, his teeth tinged with blood. “Right behind you, you stupid bitch.”
Ashley began to turn, but she knew it was too late. She never even saw the gun.



 


 
 
 
 
Clouds had rolled in during the early afternoon, turning the bright morning into an afternoon that was stark, grey and shot through with lightning. Smoak could hear the low rumble of thunder not far away when she parked her bike, and she glanced at the clouds in annoyance. If it rained, she would have to take the truck. She hated the truck.
The apartment she shared with Ashley was vacant, dark, and somehow felt like an empty grave. The sensation made Smoak’s skin crawl, and she checked both Ashley’s room and the spare bedroom that passed for their office for any sign of her friend. It was a while before she satisfied herself that Ashley had taken her gear with her and was probably following up on a lead. 
She returned to the office, got a spare phone from the safe and plugged it into the computer. It would duplicate the phone that had been killed by dunking it in the Atlantic while she took a shower and put on something a little more her speed. Blaze’s shorts were cute, but a little too revealing to be hunting kidnappers. 
She returned to the office half an hour later, dressed in her leather work pants and a form-fitting tee shirt with a fluffy white towel around her hair. She wasn’t surprised to see her new phone flashing with messages, but the sheer number made her heart pound in her chest. Twelve voicemails and sixty-three texts awaited her attention, most from Rock.
She pressed the redial button and started pulling equipment from shelves. Her longbow and quiver went across her back, her knives went on her thighs and her custom belt went around her hips, all before Rock picked up.
“Miss Kamryn? Thank God you called. Where are you?” Rock said.
“Forget where I am, where’s Ash?”
“We’re in the barrens outside an abandoned hospital just off the 923,” Rock replied, talking fast. “Ashley went inside and hasn’t come back yet.”
Smoak felt her blood turn to ice water. “How long?”
“Almost two hours… Miss Kamryn?”
Smoak was already on her way out the door. Minutes later, she was on the highway, pushing herself and her bike to the limit, burying the speedometer’s needle so far below the gauge, it refused to come back up. Several times, she traded chrome for paint, not realizing or even caring how close she came to injury. Her mind was on one thing—Ashley.
The bike skidded to a steaming halt next to the Cadillac less than fifteen minutes after she’d left the apartment. She left it idling and walked to where Rock was standing at the back of the truck, his rifle in his hands.
“Tell me,” she said.
“She gave me instructions not to follow—” he started.
“I know. She wouldn’t want to put you in danger. Tell me,” Smoak said.
“She went over the fence, and I think she had no trouble crossing the lawn and climbing up to the second floor,” he said. “I lost sight of her when she entered through the corner window and haven’t heard from her since. When she didn’t come back, and I couldn’t reach you, I called General Chandler, but he isn’t available. Noah took a message, for all the good it will do.”
Smoak frowned. “Not much, Rock, we’re on our own with this. Plausible deniability and all that shit.”
She unslung her bow and turned toward the fence.
“Where are you going?” Rock asked.
“To get Ashley back,” Smoak replied.
“And if she’s gone?”
Smoak turned and lowered her sunglasses. “I’ll kill every last motherfucker who had anything to do with it.”
She pushed her glasses back up her nose and climbed the fence in two easy moves that left her hanging by one hand on the far side. She dropped into a crouch and then was up and running toward the hospital, not bothering to check for sentries. If they were there, she would deal with them. 
When she reached the wrought iron barrier that circled the hospital, she followed it toward the emergency entrance. There was a guard standing at the end of the fence, a pistol clasped in his hand and a smoke dangling from his lips. Smoak put an arrow through his neck without slowing and continued down the driveway at a trot, leaving him to choke on his own blood on the hot pavement.
The remaining three gun thugs were standing at the bottom of the drive, taking shelter from the oncoming storm. It did no good. This storm was looking for blood.
Smoak drew back her bow and let fly. The arrow hit her target in the left eye, sending him into oblivion in a spray of viscous blood. His partner next to him had but a heartbeat to grunt in surprise before Smoak slammed into him, her flying side kick snapping his neck and almost taking his head clean off his shoulders. She landed and spun, slapping the remaining guard across the face with the limb of her bow. The impact cut off his cry of warning, and she was on him before he could try again, the string of her bow across his throat. He gagged and struggled, trying to free himself and push the smaller woman away. Her left fist powered into his stomach, and she pressed on the bow harder, making his eyes bulge out of their sockets.
“You have one chance to walk out of here,” she said. “A tall woman with brown hair that hangs to her ass was here. You would know her if you saw her. Is she alive? Nod once if she is.”
The man was still gagging beneath the pressure of the bow on his windpipe, but he managed to nod an affirmative. Smoak eased up on the pressure and let him take a rasping breath. He was useless if he died before telling her what she wanted to know.
“That just saved your life. What floor is she on?”
“The fifth, she’s on the fifth floor if Gregor hasn’t had her killed,” he said. “I don’t have anything to do with that, I’m just a dealer—”
“I don’t care what you do. I care about my friend. Who is Gregor, and how many thugs does he have on his leash?”
The man’s eyes widened. “Gregor. Gregor Utkin. He handles all of the Russian heroin distribution for the southeast. If you don’t know that, you’re not a cop or a dealer, who are you?”
Smoak ignored the question. “How many men does he have?”
“I don’t know for sure, ten, maybe fifteen.”
Smoak retrieved a capsule from one of the cartridges on her belt. “Fine. Open your mouth.”
The man balked and tried to pull away. “What is that?”
“It’s a tracker,” Smoak replied. “If they’ve harmed a hair on her head, after I kill them, I’m coming for you. Open.”
He closed his mouth and struggled again, trying to push Smoak away. She punched him in the stomach and then kicked his feet out from under him with one long leg. He fell in a heap on the pavement, and she put a foot on his throat.
“Last chance,” she said. “I can crush your windpipe and leave you choking on your own vomit, or you can swallow the tracker. I don’t care which.”
He glared up at Smoak with a mixture of fear and anger in his dark eyes but opened his mouth. Smoak dropped the transmitter capsule into his mouth and let up on his throat. The thug swallowed the radio and rolled onto his side, curling around the bundle of pain in his midsection.
“Good boy,” Smoak said. “The capsule is coated with rohypnol. You’re going to take a little nap now, but don’t worry. If you lied to me, I’ll make sure you’re awake when I kill you.”
“Fuck you,” the thug choked. “Gregor will have your heart on a platter, and I will spit on your grave.”
Smoak knelt and lowered her glasses, her blank, purple eyes boring into the thug’s. “Better men have tried and I’m still here. Don’t get your hopes up.”
She clipped her glasses to her shirt and straightened, her gaze falling on the broken doors that led into the hospital. Someone had made an effort to remove the broken glass from the entrance, instead piling it to either side, leaving only one clear path into the gloom. The ER waiting room had once been located beyond, and most of the furniture remained pushed against the wall or arranged into an office-like space, complete with a plastic table for a desk. 
Doors led from the waiting area, but both were closed, hiding whatever lay deeper within. One of the doors was marked Emergency, while the sign on the other had fallen off and laid face down on the floor. Smoak stepped through the wrecked entrance and walked straight through the office to the door with the missing sign. She listened for any hint of movement then pushed it open with one hand. Electric lanterns cast long shadows across the hallway, illuminating a floor littered with glass and debris. Russian gang signs and slogans covered the walls and side doors, and a stylized human heart had been painted on the elevator doors at the end of the corridor. Noises, most sounding almost inhuman, echoed from deeper within the building, and a small part of Smoak wanted to see what was making the eerie sounds. The rest of her didn’t care. 
She strode down the hall to the stairs and slipped through the open door without a sound. She took the stairs two at a time, slowing when she reached the landing for the second floor. The fire door was closed, but she could see light through the reinforced window and hear voices. Her Russian was rusty, but she made out the words ‘heroin’ and ‘shipment’ in the babble. The thug hadn’t been lying.
She ducked beneath the door’s window and continued up the stairs. The third and fourth floors seemed empty, with locked fire doors that were pitted and scarred by the efforts of people trying to get through. She didn’t bother to peek through the windows; she had a higher priority.
Smoak turned at the fifth-floor landing and slowed, controlling her breathing and listening for sounds from above. At least two men were speaking in Russian. By the proximity of their voices, she guessed they were on the landing directly above her. One of them would have to be facing her direction, which meant they would be able to cry out before she silenced them if she tried to take them head on.
She chewed the inside of her lip and crept forward in the shadows until she could see some of the landing above. Like the ones below, there was a fire extinguisher tucked into a cubbyhole next to the door. Unlike the others, there were two lanterns hanging from hooks rammed into the walls, lighting both the up and down staircases and making stealth an almost impossible tactic. She would be visible once she set foot on the stairs in either direction.
Going another way would slow her down, but getting killed would slow her even more. She backed away until she was back on the fourth floor and retraced her steps to the second, where the two men were still having a heated argument beyond the locked door. She drew her other knife and knocked on the door, just loud enough for the men to hear over their raised voices. She saw a face appear in the window and heard bolts being drawn before the door opened a crack. A large man with a shaved head and Fu Manchu mustache stood in the gap.
“What do you want?” he asked.
Smoak’s blade sliced through his throat, and she kicked his dying body into the man behind him. The second man, a skinny kid with red and black hair, staggered under the weight and fell into the table behind him. Smoak spun and kicked him in the side of the head with the heel of her boot, crushing his temple. He sagged with the blank-eyed stare of a rag doll, and Smoak stood in the sudden stillness, blood dripping from her blade.  
The second-floor lobby included a small waiting room, and she could see the outlines where soda and coffee machines had once stood pressed against the wall. On the other side of the room was the nurses’ station, now ransacked and filthy. Corridors ran at right angles to the lobby and led to the patient rooms. Smoak chose the hallway to her right and jogged along it, counting paces until she was satisfied she was far enough from the guards on the landing above that she could enter unseen. She passed into an empty room and looked out the shattered window. The sun had vanished entirely behind the storm clouds and rain was falling, making the street outside look cold and oily. 
She used her knife to knock out the rest of the window and climbed through onto the ledge outside. Cold rain spilled over her shoulders and ran down her back, soaking through her shirt in the seconds it took her to find her footing and look up at the building above. There were ledges every ten feet that were just a hand-span out of reach under the best of conditions, but there were decorative stones placed in the wall in a pattern that was supposed to make the form of a cross in the right light. The stones would serve as handholds if one was crazy enough to try.
Smoak sheathed her blades and jumped, gripping the first stone and using her momentum to carry her to the next and the next, travelling across the face of the building as well as upwards in a zigzag pattern that carried her the thirty-odd feet to the fifth floor. She jumped to the ledge of a fifth-floor room and hung there by her arms. The room inside was empty, with only an old curtain-covered mattress as furniture.
Shivering in the rain, she pulled herself onto the ledge and into the room, where she crouched, letting the water run off her onto the tiled floor. When she was dry enough to stop shivering, she straightened and crept to the hallway. The floor was almost identical to the ones below, with a lobby and nurses’ station to her left. The corridor continued to her right, ending in another that joined the one on the other side of the building, forming a rectangle with rooms on either side. She could hear voices speaking in Russian from every direction, and the light from either a lantern or electric torch was coming her way.
She shrank back into the shadows and drew her weapons, watching the  reflection of the light on the wall. It passed her without slowing, and she stepped into the corridor behind the gun thug, blades at the ready, but the man continued down the hall to vanish into the lobby. She heard the fire door open and a flurry of Russian as he asked one of the men to go get some food and check on ‘the chemist.’ Time was growing short.
Smoak turned and hurried down the hallway, glancing into rooms as she passed. She stopped at the end and leaned sideways, so she could see down the connecting corridor. Two men were standing outside a room less than six feet away, pistols held at their sides. It was only blind luck that they weren’t looking right at her when she glanced around the corner.
She didn’t hesitate. Guards outside a door could only mean one thing—there was something inside that they wanted to keep from escaping or being stolen. Either way, she wanted to get inside.
Three quick strides brought her behind the closest guard, and her blade did the rest, stabbing through his back, between his ribs and piercing his heart on the way through his chest.
The second guard wasn’t so easy. He managed to yell and bring his pistol up before Smoak could sweep his legs and send him falling to the ground. He squeezed off a single shot as he fell, shattering a light fixture, and alerting everyone in the building that something was amiss.
Smoak kicked the weapon out of his hand and did a knee-drop onto his chest, cracking the bones and silencing his cries. But she was too late, his gunshot was a better warning than any scream for help.
She finished him with her knife and began patting him down, searching for keys to the room he’d been guarding.
“Don’t move, little girl,” a Russian-accented voice said behind her. “I’ve got her, go back to what you were doing!”
Smoak froze. How had she not heard someone approaching? She must be getting old.
“I’m frozen,” she said. “Don’t shoot.”
“Good. Perhaps today is a two for one sale, yes?” the voice continued. “One brown, one yellow. A good deal. How many of our men did you kill, little girl?”
“Seven,” Smoak replied. “So far. Is my friend still alive?”
“The brown hair? She is sleeping. You killed seven men for the brown-haired woman? She must be special. Put your hands on your head, little girl, and tell me how special.”
Smoak complied. She had to burn time. If Ashley was alive, it meant there was a chance she could be rescued. Smoak just had to figure out how.
“What do you want to know?”
The man laughed. “I want to know why you would risk death and kill seven of my best men to save one woman.”
“She’s my friend.”
“I know of friends, I have many. None of them would I care to die for,” the man said.
“I would.”
“You would die for this girl?” The man sounded surprised.
“In a heartbeat.”
“That makes my choice easy. Someone has to pay for my dead men and the inconvenience you and your friend have caused. She will die, and I will let you live. Igor pays more for yellow hair, and you will go to South Africa knowing you let your friend die. Do not worry, her death will be quick and painless.”
Smoak tensed and turned her head to look at the man behind her. He was tall, with black hair shaved on the sides and a soul-patch beard. He held a ten millimeter Glock 20 in his hands, the vented barrel aimed at her head. The man gripped the weapon as if he knew what he was doing, which made him dangerous. But if he made a move to harm Ashley…
Just then the door opened and what looked like a two-by-four swung out and connected with the man’s head. He dropped like a sack of potatoes, and Ashley stepped into the hallway, a piece of a wooden chair held in her hands like a bat.
“You’re late,” she said.
 


 
Aside from a bump on the side of her head, Ashley looked none the worse for being missing the last two hours. Her hair was messy, and she was disheveled from being carried up two flights of stairs, but she was otherwise unharmed.
“You were early,” Smoak replied, checking Ashley’s wound. “What happened?”
“No time,” Ashley said. “It won’t be long before someone notices this guy is missing, from what he told me, he’s Gregor’s right-hand man.”
Smoak stooped, picked up her knives and slid them into their sheathes. She then retrieved the man’s Glock and handed it to Ashley, who slipped it into the waistband at the small of her back and knelt to retrieve a belt knife and spare magazines from one of the guards.
While Ashley finished equipping herself, Smoak took a picture of the unconscious man with her phone. “Let’s get out of here, then.”
“Can’t, not yet,” Ashley said. “Rayne was here, but they moved her to another location, and I haven’t found out where.”
“How do you know she isn’t still here somewhere?” Smoak asked.
“Do you remember our last mission to Baghdad?”
Smoak nodded. “Yeah, I got shot. What does that have to do with anything?”
“You aren’t the only one who can get a bad guy to monologue. He told me all about it, but he didn’t know where Gregor had taken her. All he knew was she was going to be sold to some low-life slaver named Igor once they were done with her.”
“Of course she is,” Smoak said. “What else would you do with her? Is Gregor here?”
“He’s on the top floor in the manager’s office,” Ashley replied. “He’s got—”
“— ten or fifteen guards,” Smoak finished. “I heard.”
She unslung her bow and knocked an arrow while Ashley looked on. When she was finished, Ashley plucked at the bow with her fingers.
“You’re bringing a bow to a gunfight?”
Smoak looked at the bow then back at her friend. “No, I’m bringing knives to a gunfight. The bow just gives me something to do with my hands.”
“Have I mentioned you’re crazy?” Ashley asked.
“Many times. Follow me and stay close. We remain quiet as long as we can, I don’t really want to kill everyone in the building. It’ll take all night.”
Ashley nodded and gripped the Glock in a cup and saucer stance, checking behind while Smoak moved forward.
They made it to the fifth-floor lobby without encountering anyone. Two men stood in front of the door, Heckler and Koch MP7s hung on slings in front of them. Smoak put an arrow through the throat of the guard on the left. Ashley’s thrown knife hit the other gun thug in the eye, and both men dropped, sagging against each other like long-lost lovers. Smoak moved forward to check the door while Ashley retrieved her knife and took one of the MP7s.
“Did you ever qualify with that thing?” Smoak asked.
Ashley ejected the magazine, checked it, reinserted it and chambered a round with her eyes closed.
“Nope. Can we get a move on?”
Smoak shrugged. “You keep telling me you’re just a computer geek—”
“Who likes guns. Are you going to lead or should I?”
Smoak grinned at the annoyed look on Ashley’s face and hurried up the stairs. The pair bypassed the next five floors, not stopping until they neared the tenth. Smoak cocked her head and held up a hand for Ashley to stop.
I hear three voices, she signed. 
Ashley nodded and touched the suppressor on her MP7 and pointed upward. I’ll take the shot from the next landing.
You go first. I’ll watch our backs. Don’t miss, Smoak replied.
Ashley adjusted the submachine gun and moved forward in a silent cross-step that left her on the landing, facing up the next flight of stairs. The MP7 coughed three times, and Smoak heard a thud from above. Ashley then proceeded up the stairs.
Smoak followed and joined her on the landing above. Three gun thugs lay on the floor, their pistols still holstered.
Ashley checked the door and held up the okay sign. No one had heard.
Nice, Smoak signed.
They continued up the stairs to the eleventh floor, where Gregor was supposed to have his headquarters. There were no guards at the fire door, but Smoak could see shadows through the small, reinforced window. It didn’t look as if Gregor traveled light.
What’s the plan? Ashley asked.
It looks like there are a lot of them. Over, under, around or through? 
Ashley tapped her teeth and watched the window. How did you get into the fifth floor?
Smoak shrugged. I climbed.
Ashley smiled and pointed toward the roof exit at the top of the stairs. Over.



 


 
 
 
 
The afternoon rain had become a full-blown Florida thunderstorm, turning twilight into full dark. Lightning crackled across a sullen purple sky and thunder rolled, shaking the building. Smoak and Ashley stepped out onto the hospital’s roof and jogged toward the southern face, where the hardware for the For Sale banner still sat, awaiting retrieval from a sign company that was never coming. Most of the gear was junk, but a roll of the heavy nylon rope used to position the banner was still useable. Smoak cut several lengths and pulled a handful of carabineers from her pack. Ten minutes later, she had two makeshift rappelling lines attached to roof anchor points.
“Are you sure about this?” Smoak asked.
“No!” Ashley replied. “I haven’t done this in years, but I don’t see how we have a choice.”
“I’ll go first,” Smoak said. “Count to three and follow me down.”
She didn’t wait for Ashley to answer. She backed off the roof and vanished into the rain, making three short jumps to end just above a set of eleventh-floor windows. Ashley joined her, and they hung in place, looking through the window into a large, darkened room. Smoak nodded at Ashley and the dark-haired woman lifted the MP7. 
They pushed off from the wall and swung out over the blackness. When they reached the peak of their swing Ashley fired two bursts from the H & K, breaking the windows enough that they could crash through. The glass shattered under their weight, and they landed in the room, accompanied by the tinkle of glass and the low rumble of thunder.
They were in a large conference room. The table that had once been the room’s centerpiece was long gone, but a handful of the soft leather-covered chairs that had gone with it still sat in the room, the leather torn and stained from misuse. The room was otherwise empty.
The two women unhooked their makeshift harnesses and moved toward the door. Half a dozen electric lanterns glowed in the hallway beyond, and Smoak could hear footsteps. Gregor’s people coming to check what the noise was. 
Smoak held up two fingers, drew her knives and pressed herself to the wall just inside the door. Ashley mirrored her, the submachine gun at the ready. Ten seconds later, two men, both dressed in jeans and tee shirts, entered with flashlights and pistols at the ready.
The light picked out the broken glass on the floor. 
“What the hell?” the second man muttered.
It was the last thing he ever said. Smoak stepped out of the shadow, wrapped her arm around his neck and slit his throat as if she had done it a thousand times. The other turned at the choking gurgle from his partner and took a bullet in the chest for his trouble.
The two women pulled the bodies deeper into the shadows and returned to the hallway.
The office should be to the right, Ashley signed.
Smoak motioned for Ashley to go first. She watched as her friend picked her way down the corridor before stepping out herself. Walking backwards on the opposite side of the hall, she kept her eyes on the observation windows and the hallway behind them.
Gregor had taken over the hospital director’s office, which sat at the end of the corridor. A receptionist’s desk, now covered in dust and debris, sat outside, next to half a dozen leather chairs. Ashley crouched low by the desk and motioned for Smoak to take up position opposite her, out of sight of the door. When she drew closer, Smoak could hear voices speaking in Russian, discussing what they were going to have for dinner, and what they were going to do with the girl Stepan had captured.
Smoak held up her fist and signed across the hall to Ashley. Five, coming out. Get back behind the desk and be ready to cover me.
Ashley nodded and set the MP7 on full auto before vanishing into the shadow cast by the old wooden counter. When she was out of sight, Smoak skirted the chairs and squatted behind the door, her knives at the ready.
A few minutes later, the men exited the room. Four were dressed like all the others they’d seen in jeans, tee shirts and weapons. The one at the back was dressed in a light grey suit that contrasted with his salt and pepper hair. Smoak stepped out behind him and held a blade to the back of his neck.
“You must be Gregor,” she said. “I’ve been looking for you. You guys keep your hands off the hardware, or your boss is going to be bleeding all over his Armani.”
Gregor dropped the briefcase he was carrying and held up his hands while his guards spun around in surprise, their hands dropping to the MP7s hanging under their arms.
“Easy, boys, I’m sure the young lady isn’t here to harm me,” Gregor said, his English tinged with only a hint of Russian accent. “Do as she says.”
The gun thugs looked angry, but raised their hands away from their weapons. As they did, Ashley stepped out of the shadow, her own weapon leveled at them.
“Good choice,” she said. “Hey, Gregor, guess you won’t be selling me to the highest bidder after all.”
“You! You’re the brown hair I caught snooping around the lab. You ladies have me at a disadvantage. What do you want?”
“Three days ago, you had a girl named Rayne held here,” Smoak said. “What happened to her?”
“Rayne? I do not know anyone named Rayne,” Gregor said. “I cannot help you.”
Smoak pressed the knife harder into Gregor’s neck. “Trinity. You used to call her Trinity.”
“Trinity? She was nothing but a drug courier and whore,” Gregor said. “I haven’t seen her in at least two years.”
“Wrong answer,” Ashley said. “I know she was here, and I know you talked to someone named Igor about her.”
Smoak twisted the knife into Gregor’s flesh, causing him to gasp in pain. Blood trickled down the back of his neck and into his shirt, the crimson glistening in flickers of lightning through the window.
“Stop jerking us around, bub,” she snarled. “I only need you alive. Start talking or your thugs will be carrying you out of here in pieces.”
“Okay, okay!” Gregor said. “She was here. A cop I know found her for me, and I had her brought in.”
“Murphy,” Ashley said. “Why? Why did you want to see her?”
“When she left the Bratva, she stiffed my boss for a whole shipment of H,” Gregor said. “She took her last delivery and vanished into thin air. We’d given up on finding the bitch when Murphy saw her at that Furnace place and told me where she was. I had her picked up and brought here.”
“That’s how she and Blaze are going to school,” Smoak said. “What did you do with her? Did you kill her?”
Gregor tried to shake his head and winced at the pain in his neck. “Of course not! She owes me twenty-five grand. I can’t get it back from a corpse.”
“Then you get to live through the night,” Smoak said. “Where is she?”
“Valerian will kill me,” Gregor said. 
Smoak moved her blade to his jugular and leaned forward to whisper in his ear. “What do you think I’m going to do? Worry about me.”
One of the guards had been half watching something out the window. His eyes suddenly widened and he cried, “What the fuck? Gregor, get down!” in heavily accented English. 
Smoak glanced to her left and had just enough time to register a black Mi-38 helicopter flying past before the windows exploded inward. Gregor’s men jerked like ragdolls, their bodies riddled by automatic gunfire. Smoak pulled Gregor back and used him like a shield, hoping he was as muscular as he looked, while Ashley dove behind the desk. Gregor’s terrified scream was cut off as a dozen bullets raked his thigh and abdomen, ripping open his flesh in a spray of crimson.
When the gunfire paused, Smoak pushed Gregor’s bleeding corpse away and rolled behind the desk with Ashley. She sheathed her blades, grabbed her friend around the waist and pulled her into a run, half-guiding and half-carrying her down the corridor. Bullets dogged them every step of the way, punching holes in the old carpet and walls behind them.
As they neared the end of the hallway, Smoak pulled the Glock from Ashley’s waistband and blew out the windows ahead of them with six well-placed shots. She tossed the pistol aside, took Ashley’s hand and jumped. The two women crashed through the glass and fell six feet to the top of the For Sale banner that still hung on the side of the building.
“You’re crazy!” Ashley screamed, hanging from the banner with one hand.
“I know,” Smoak yelled back. “But we’re alive. That RPK would have ripped us to shreds.”
“Yeah, but now what? We’re easy targets, and it won’t take that chopper long to find us”
“I’m working on it,” Smoak replied. She pulled on the banner and looked down. The banner disappeared into the darkness below, some forty or fifty feet. That would still leave them fifty feet or so above the ground.
“Come on, Smoak, whatever you’re going to do, do it fast. I can’t hang around all day!”
Smoak turned back to Ashley and smiled. “I’ve got an idea.”
“Good. What?”
“Hold on tight,” Smoak said.
She drew one of her knives and took aim at the thin cable that stretched through the banner to hold it taught. She swung with all her strength, and the cable snapped, causing the sign to sag under their weight.
“What the hell are you doing?” Ashley screamed. “This isn’t what I had in mind!”
“Trust me,” Smoak said. 
She smiled and swung herself so she was behind Ashley, pressing her to the wall. She swung her blade again before she dropped it, so she could grab a hold of the broken section of sign with both hands.
The sign gave under their weight and started to tear, lowering them until they hung only six feet off the ground. The pair dropped to the grass and rolled, ending up in a pile of arms and legs near the fence.
“Never do that again,” Ashley said when she could breathe.
Smoak sat up and looked at her friend. “I thought it was fun. The landing could have used a little work, but…”
Ashley stared at Smoak for a beat. “You really are fucking insane. What if it hadn’t worked?”
Smoak shrugged. “We wouldn’t have been any more dead than we’d have been if the nut with the RPK had found us. Come on, let’s find my knife and get the hell out of here before that chopper comes back.”
 


 
An hour later, they sat in their apartment with their many scratches tended to and hot chocolate warming their hands and bellies. The adrenaline had faded, and they both felt exhausted. The hot chocolate was welcome energy.
Ashley leaned back into the sofa and rubbed her head. “Our only remaining lead just got turned into so much hamburger by a maniac with an RPK machine gun. This is heavier than I thought.”
“It isn’t any worse than Burma,” Smoak replied. “Besides, we still have a lead. Gregor mentioned that they’d found Rayne at Furnace. Maybe she knew some people there or someone saw what happened the night she went missing.”
“Of course it’s worse than Burma!” Ashley said. “Nobody in Burma shot at us from helicopters.”
“They would have if they’d had helicopters. Stop worrying. I’m certain we can handle whatever comes next.”
Ashley sighed and ran a hand through her tousled hair. “Fine. If we get killed, I’m never talking to you again. I need to get a warm shower. Will you be here when I get through?”
“I’m not sure,” Smoak replied. “I have something I need to follow up on. Enjoy your shower, and I’ll see you later.”
Ashley leaned forward and kissed Smoak on the cheek. “Try not to do anything else crazy tonight, okay? I don’t think I could stand it.”
“Promise,” Smoak replied.
She watched Ashley disappear into her room and pulled Blaze’s number from her pocket. The ink had run in the rain, but it was still legible. Feeling the butterflies starting to flutter and dance in her belly, she dialed the number.
She answered on the second ring. “Hey, who’s this?”
“It’s me,” Smoak replied. 
“Kamryn? I was starting to think you wouldn’t call. I missed you at Lollipops, someone named Rikki told me you weren’t coming in tonight.”
“Things have been kind of busy this evening. I never made it to work.”
Blaze’s tone changed from teasing to concerned. “Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. I just had some business to take care of, that’s all.”
“Cool. Um… I’ve got a gig in like twenty minutes, and I really need to get to sound check. I’d love it if you would come listen. You know, if you want to.”
Smoak smiled. “I definitely want to. Where?”
Blaze’s voice grew higher, and she spoke faster. “I’ll be at The Stage off Thirty-Eighth. I’ll leave your name at the door and get you a place near the stage, okay? Don’t be late.”
“I’m on my way,” Smoak said. “See you soon.”
“See you!”
Smoak heard Blaze say, “Guys, I’ve got someone coming—” before the phone cut out. Her excitement made the butterflies in Smoak’s stomach do back flips.
“What’s wrong with you?”
she muttered. “You’re a dancer, you bring girls home almost nightly, get a grip on yourself. Keep doing this and you’ll end up talking to yourself like Chandler does.”
She put the phone in her pocket and turned toward the door. That’s when she caught her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was pointing east, and she looked as if she’d gone three rounds with an angry lion.
“Shit!”
 


 
The Stage was a bar in the Miami Design District. On the outside, it was fairly nondescript with a discrete neon sign and a few umbrella-covered tables on a cozy patio out front. Inside was a cozy bar, which catered to a crowd that shared a love of live music and good whisky. Smoak arrived five minutes late and parked her bike at the curb behind a white cargo van. Even outside, she could hear the strains of an acoustic guitar playing, and she recognized the tune. 
She looked down at herself and hoped she looked okay. She’d changed into a pair of skinny jeans, a white open-back top that showed off her tattoos and brown western boots. She’d managed to wash off the worst of the grime and run a rake through her hair, but hadn’t had time to put on any makeup, and she felt self-conscious about the scars on her jaw.
She pushed her hair back with her tinted driving glasses and hurried through the door, where a large man wearing a red polo shirt with the word security on the left breast stopped her.
“Sorry, ma’am,” he said. “We have a ten dollar cover tonight.”
Smoak handed over a wad of cash. “Sure. Fine. Um, I think Blaze Nightingale told you to reserve a spot for me?”
The man smiled. “You’re the one B is waiting for? One sec.”
He looked up and raised his voice. “Yo, Jimmy! B’s friend is here.”
A much smaller man with close-cropped hair and the original pencil-thin mustache appeared out of nowhere at Smoak’s elbow.
“You must be Kamryn,” he said. “Follow me.”
Smoak smiled her thanks to the security guard and followed the small man through the crowd toward the stage. Blaze was sitting on a stool, her acoustic guitar resting on her thigh. A three-piece band, including drums, bass and piano, played behind her. They sounded amazing. Blaze sang like an angel, and she looked even better. Her flaming hair looked like a fiery waterfall framing her face and cascading over her shoulders. She’d dressed in a black vest, matching jeans and a pair of black western boots with white stitching and chiseled silver tips that glistened as she kept time.
Smoak sat at the table they had reserved for her and tried to quiet the butterflies. She looked like a ragamuffin compared to Blaze.
The song ended to roaring applause, and Blaze stood to put her acoustic guitar down and trade it for an electric Fender with blue sparkle paint.
“Thank you all so much,” she said. “Our last gig was cancelled ‘cause of bad gator bites, so we really appreciate you coming out tonight. I’ve got a friend here this evening, and I still owe her for almost knocking her over in the hallway. She’s never heard me sing before, so please excuse me if I show off a little for her.”
She winked at Smoak, and the band launched into a song called “Superstition” that showed off both her guitar playing and her wide vocal range. This was followed by a medley of blues, rock, and pop that lasted close to forty minutes. Smoak listened to every song in rapt attention while the ice in her glass of Talisker melted. When it was over, Blaze handed her guitar to one of the guys in the band and jumped off the stage to join Smoak at her table.
“I was worried you weren’t going to make it,” she said.
Smoak smiled. “I realized I looked like crap and needed to change. I still look like crap, but at least I’m clean.”
Blaze laughed and waved to a waiter to bring her a beer. “You look great. It’s refreshing to see you without all that makeup. You don’t need it, you have beautiful skin and amazing eyes. I’ve never seen anyone with purple eyes before. Are they contacts?”
“Thank you,” Smoak said. “No, I was born with them. Everyone thought they would be more blue as I got older, but they just got more purple.”
“Very cool,” Blaze said. 
Her beer arrived, and she took a sip before continuing, “So what did you think?”
“I think you sing like a goddess,” Smoak said. “It’s no surprise you’re studying music.”
Blaze blushed and looked away, taking another sip of beer. “Thank you. It’s my passion, but Rayne always said passion wasn’t enough.”
“Maybe she’s right, and maybe it isn’t. But you have talent, too. Talent, passion, and drive are the keys to making it in any business.”
Blaze smiled. “How can you tell I have drive? Is it stamped on my forehead?”
“You didn’t give up on me, for one. And two, I know you went to class all day and worked all afternoon, yet here you are playing in a bar for a few hundred bucks. That’s drive.”
“I couldn’t give up on you, Kamryn,” Blaze said. “I knew the moment I ran into you, you were someone special.”
Smoak blinked at Blaze, who burst out laughing.
“Okay, so that was the dumbest line anyone ever said. But it’s kind of true. Most people would have gotten angry or been rude, but you were sweet and took it in stride. You even shared my crappy toast with me.”
“It was an accident,” Smoak said. “There was no reason for me to be rude about it. Besides, the coffee was good.”
“I do make good coffee. I make amazing flapjacks, too.”
“They can’t be worse than your toast. Maybe you can have me over for breakfast again.”
“Maybe. I’d have to see how Rayne…oh.” Blaze frowned and sank into her chair.
Smoak kicked herself. “Still no word?” 
Blaze shook her head. “No. Nothing. I’m starting to worry that she’s dead.”
“She’s not dead, Blaze. She will turn up, I know it.”
Blaze stared at her beer. “Yeah. I just thought they would have had something by now, you know? I’ve heard these girls really know their stuff.”
“I understand,” Smoak said. “I wish I could make her appear and make all the worry go away for you.”
“Having you show up tonight is a big help, Kam. Believe me. I haven’t really talked with anyone except Rayne since I broke up with my last girlfriend. Most of our friends were really hers.”
“I know how that goes. Even if they are still your friends, it feels weird. I’ve been in the same boat.”
She watched Blaze for a moment then reached out and took the younger girl’s hand. “Look, I know you’ve had a rough time of it. Do you want to get out of here and go have a little fun?”
Blaze smiled and Smoak watched life creep back into the girl’s deep green eyes.
“What did you have in mind?” Blaze asked.
“I have a friend who does night flights over the city,” Smoak said. “He’s really good and will give us what he calls the spirited tour if we want.”
“That sounds like fun. What’s the spirited tour?”
“Kiril does nighttime aerobatics over the ocean and city,” Smoak replied with a grin. “Scary as hell.”
“Awesome, I’m in!”
“Let’s do it. Do you need to do anything before we can go?” 
“I just need to freshen up and let the guys know I’m bailing,” Blaze replied. “They’ll take my guitars with them, and I’ll get them tomorrow.”
“Okay, I’ll call Kiril and meet you outside.”
Blaze joined Smoak by her bike less than ten minutes later. She ran a hand over the bike and squatted to look at the detail on the side.
“What kind of bike is this?” she asked.
“It’s made by a company called Classified Moto,” Smoak replied. “It was custom made for me.”
“You must do very well as a dancer,” Blaze observed.
“I do okay and have my share of regulars. Maybe later I can show you, and you can tell me if I’m really any good,” Smoak replied with a grin.
She slid onto the saddle and turned the key, bringing the bike’s 900cc engine to life. “Hop on.”
Blaze frowned at the motorcycle. “I haven’t been on a bike since I was a kid. Maybe I should just take my car.”
“Trust me,” Smoak said. “Just get on and lean into me until you’re comfortable.”
Blaze did as she was asked, sliding into the seat behind Smoak and leaning forward. Smoak smiled at her over her shoulder and lowered her glasses. Blaze smiled back and Smoak took off, guiding the bike into the street, down Thirty-Eighth toward the causeway.
Smoak took it easy, at first, letting Blaze get used to the motorcycle, the way it rode and the way it leaned into the corners even at a moderate speed. After a time, she felt Blaze’s grip loosen and her body press more firmly into her back, and she accelerated, her hair streaming behind her to mix with the fiery redhead’s snuggled into her back.
“How fast are we going?” Blaze yelled into her ear.
“About eighty,” Smoak called back. “Do you want me to slow down?”
“Faster!”
Smoak grinned and leaned forward, feeling Blaze move with her as she twisted the throttle, accelerating over one hundred miles per hour. The custom bike was smooth under her hands, and she guided it through nighttime traffic with ease, showing off without putting Blaze in undue danger.
They pulled onto the airport road, and Smoak guided the bike through the open gate to an airplane hangar off to the side.
“That was awesome!” Blaze said once they were off the motorcycle. “I forgot how much fun it was to ride a bike.”
“It’s my favorite way to travel. I own a truck, but I’d rather get soaking wet in the rain than drive it instead of the bike.”
“You have a truck?” Blaze asked. 
Smoak nodded.
“You don’t seem the type,” Blaze continued. “I see you as more a muscle car kind of girl.”
Smoak laughed. “I don’t own it ‘cause I want it, I own it ‘cause sometimes its practical. I had a Mustang when I was a kid, I guess I still do, it’s probably in a barn somewhere out near Lakeland.”
While they were talking, a short, thin man with sandy blonde hair pulled back into a ponytail walked out of the hangar and joined them by the motorcycle. He smiled at Smoak and held out his hand.
“Smoak, where’ve you been, girl?” he asked in a slow southern drawl. “I ain’t seen you in a couple of years.”
“Hey Kiril,” Smoak said. “Work’s been keeping me busy. I’m barely keeping my license current with everything that’s going on. How are you?”
“Same old, same old,” Kiril replied. “I still got two nickels to rub together.”
“Smoak?” Blaze asked.
“Kiril, this is my friend Blaze. Blaze, I’ve known Kir since I was in high school. He’s the guy responsible for me learning to fly. Among other things.”
“Pleased to meet ya,” Kiril said, offering his hand. “Smoak was pretty excited when she called to ask for a ride.”
“Likewise, Kiril,” Blaze said, taking the offered hand. 
He grinned wider. “You’re in for a treat, y’all. I got clearance from Miami for a flight plan that will show you the best views of the city and give us some space for some nighttime insanity. How does an inverted stall over South Beach sound?”
“Crazy,” Smoak said. “I like it.”
Kiril pointed at a high-performance airplane resting outside the hangar.
“Climb on in, I’m going to grab some refreshments,” he said, turning away. “I’m sure Smoakie remembers the way.”
Smoak smiled at Blaze and ushered her towards the plane. “Don’t worry, he only seems cracked. He’s actually a retired Navy pilot with combat hours in the Gulf.”
“Why did he call you Smoak?” Blaze asked.
“Because it’s my name,” Smoak replied. “When I was a kid, I hated the name Kamryn, so I started going by my middle name, Smoak. I use Kamryn more now, but people who have known me a long time still call me Smoak.”
“Smoak,” Blaze said. “Very mysterious, just like you. I like it.”
Smoak smiled and climbed onto the airplane’s wing. She opened the door and helped Blaze up and into the cramped passenger cabin behind the pilot.
“I’m sorry, it’s a little small,” Smoak said. “They don’t make big aerobatic planes.”
“It’s cozy,” Blaze said, leaning back in her seat. “What are all these straps for?”
“That’s your safety harness,” Smoak replied, sliding in next to Blaze. “It will keep you in your seat if Kir does anything really stupid. Here, let me show you.”
She pulled on the straps and arranged them over Blaze’s breasts and around her waist. When everything was snug, but not uncomfortable, she slid the clasp into the central buckle.
“There. When you’re ready to get out of the harness just press the button in the middle and all the clasps will release at once.”
“Is this really necessary? I mean, he’s not going to go upside down or anything, is he?” Blaze asked.
“Maybe,” Smoak answered. “Is that okay?”
Blaze frowned. “I don’t know. I’ve only ever been in an airplane once.”
Smoak took Blaze’s hand. “It will be fun, I promise. If he does something that really scares you, I’ll make him stop and bring you back, no problem.”
“Then let’s go,” Blaze said with a smile.
“Alright, ladies,” Kiril said from the doorway. “I’ve got a little chilled wine, some diced fruit and a selection of cheese. But y’all don’t try it until the aerobatic portion is over, just in case.”
He winked at Smoak and looked at Blaze. “Y’all don’t get air sick, do ya? That could get messy.”
Blaze looked a little green, and Smoak glared at Kiril. “Be nice, Kir, this is only her second time in an airplane.”
He put the cooler on the floor between the two women and strapped it down. “No worries, Smoakie. Y’all are in for the ride of your lives. Just hang on and try to keep the kissy-face to a minimum. You might distract me.”
He winked again and closed the door. An instant later, he climbed into the pilot’s compartment and set about making ready for takeoff.
“I’m sorry about him,” Smoak said. “He really is one of the best pilots in the city.”
“I think he’s sweet,” Blaze replied.
“Hold on, ladies, here we go,” Kiril said over his shoulder.
The aircraft lurched and Smoak set about putting on her own safety harness as they taxied toward the runway. Minutes later, they were in the air, winging their way toward the coast.
Miami center was more attractive than many cities during the day. At night, it was breathtaking, lit in hues of gold and silver, shot through with pink, purple and blue. Kiril made two passes over the city at different altitudes and pointed out landmarks such as the boardwalk, Vizcaya gardens, and the Arena as he flew, his voice casual and easy.
After the second pass, he put the airplane into a steep climb, gaining altitude quickly.
“Pay attention, y’all,” he said. “We’re going to start the show. Make sure your seats are in the upright and locked position, secure your tray tables and, for God’s sake, keep your hands inside the aircraft. I already had an accident this month.”
“Funny,” Smoak said.
“Who’s kidding?” Kiril said with a smile. “Poor bastard lost a finger over Key West.”
The next fifteen minutes was better than any thrill ride in the world. In the back, the two women laughed, squealed and held onto each other for dear life as the plane dove, climbed, looped, spun and stalled, dropping out of the sky like a brick, only to climb right back up and do it again.
Kiril ended the show with an inverted stall that left the women feeling weightless in their straps as the plane fell. Weight returned as the plane rolled and recovered, low enough to leave a wake on the ocean below.
Breathless with excitement, Smoak looked over at Blaze and was surprised to find that the girl was looking at her, a radiant smile on her red lips.
“Wow,” Blaze said. “That was fantastic!”
“Thank you,” Kiril said over his shoulder.
Blaze laughed and gave Kiril a gentle slap on the back of his head. “I was talking to Kam. Turn around and drive the plane.”
“Pilots don’t get no respect,” he said.
Both women laughed and held hands, enjoying the adrenaline afterglow and the view of the city outside. After a time, Smoak opened the cooler and poured two glasses of white wine. She offered one to Blaze, who took it in her fingers and held it in front of her.
“What should we drink to?” Blaze asked.
“To tonight,” Smoak replied.
“To tonight,” Blaze declared. “May there be many more like it.”
They sipped from their glasses, savoring the fruity wine and enjoying each other’s company. When they’d finished their first glass, Smoak poured another and offered Blaze the selection of fine cheeses and exotic fruit Kiril had provided. She was surprised he had gone to so much trouble until she realized she really had been excited when she called Kir. For all his goofing around and playful banter, he was a very smart man, and he had known her since she was a teen.
She tapped him on the shoulder opposite Blaze and whispered, “Thank you.” 
He smiled back with a quiet, “De nada,” and went back to his flying, taking the plane over South Beach.
“Thank you, Kam,” Blaze said. “Or should I call you Smoak?”
Smoak shrugged and sipped her wine. “You’re welcome. And you can call me either, Blaze. I answer to both.”
“Kamryn, then,” Blaze said. “For now.”
They rode in silence for a while, and the plane turned back over the glittering city, the lights from below dancing inside the aircraft. Blaze pressed the button on her harness and slid sideways until she was almost in Smoak’s lap.
“Do you like me?” she asked.
Smoak looked at Blaze’s lips, and again, felt that they needed to be kissed, hard and often.
“You know I do,” she said.
Blaze smiled and rested her chin in her palm. “No. I know we’re friends. I mean, do you like me more than that?”
Smoak let one tender finger trace the line of Blaze’s lip. It was pert, soft and trembled at her touch. “I like women, if that’s what you’re asking.”
Blaze reached out and caressed the side of Smoak’s face. “It’s what I’m asking. I wanted to know before I did this.”
The gorgeous flame-haired woman leaned forward and kissed Smoak. Smoak blinked in surprise but didn’t resist, her mind kicking her because making out with a client was just wrong.
Smoak touched her lips, surprised at the tingle she felt from that one delicious kiss.
“I shouldn’t have done that,” Blaze said.
She started to pull away, but Smoak caught her wrist and pulled her back until they were face to face.
“Yes you should,” she said. She ran a gentle hand through Blaze’s hair, watching how it spilled like flame over her fingers. “You definitely should have.”
She pulled Blaze to her and kissed her, brushing her lips over Blaze’s at first, then teasing her, then ravishing her with a rising passion that left them both panting and glowing in the distant light.
“You hardly know me,” Blaze whispered.
Smoak ran a finger down Blaze’s delicate neck. “And you barely know me. But we share the same feelings, the same desire. That’s enough to get us started.”
Blaze shivered at Smoak’s touch and fell forward into Smoak’s arms, her tongue snaking over Smoak’s slender neck and along her jaw, making her whimper and bury her face in Blaze’s hair. 
Smoak loved the way Blaze smelled, the sweet scent of vanilla mixed with the candy of her lips, a scent that made her want to devour every inch of the gorgeous woman. She held Blaze close, relishing the feelings rising in her breast. She’d been with women, but she hadn’t really held one in years. Lust and blossoming love were two very different sensations.
“I’m sorry to interrupt,” Kiril called. “But we’re on final approach. I need y’all to stop eating each other, so I can get this bird on the ground in one piece.”
Blaze released Smoak and glared at Kiril. “There isn’t any eating going on, at least not yet.”
“Figure of speech, doll,” Kiril said. “No offense meant.”
Blaze made to move back to her seat, but Smoak held her tight. “Don’t worry. I’ve got you.”
Blaze smiled back and snuggled into Smoak’s arms. They watched each other instead of the landing and neither missed a thing.



 


 
 
 
 
Dawn came early, the bright yellow sun of a new day bathing Blaze’s apartment in its golden glow. Smoak and Blaze lay on the sofa in a pile of arms and legs, a bottle of wine and a half-eaten bar of dark chocolate lying beside them. The pair had spent most of the night cuddling, kissing, talking and sharing their pasts with one another.
Smoak had learned that Blaze had grown up in multiple foster homes and had found them to be loving and caring people. The problem in most cases had been her. She and Rayne were often separated, and both would act out in an effort to get to see each other. Blaze had even stolen a car in an effort to be with her sister.
When they weren’t together, she turned to her music, locking herself away and losing herself in the warmth of her guitar. She’d done her first concert when she was fifteen and knew then and there she wanted to be a musician. She’d told Rayne, who’d promised they would be together and she would find a way to make both their dreams come true.
Smoak had told Blaze about her own childhood, growing up in a family that barely noticed she existed, being beaten and how she’d been saved by her best friend, whom she had known since she was eight. She also told her an abridged version of her time in the military, focusing on her training and more common missions and skipping over her special assignments with General Chandler. Most of them were still classified, and no one would believe they’d ever happened, anyway.
She’d gone on to explain how she had left the military with a small retirement that she supplemented with dancing and what she called “odd jobs” that sometimes required her to be away overnight. 
By the time they had finished swapping kisses and sharing stories, it was well after two in the morning, and the pair had simply drifted off together.
Smoak watched Blaze wake, her green eyes opening and focusing on her first with a hint of confusion then with the glitter of recognition.
“Good morning, you,” Smoak said.
“Good morning yourself,” Blaze replied. “What time is it?”
Smoak glanced at the wall. “A little after seven. Do you have class today?”
“Yes, for most of the morning. I’ll have to get cleaned up soon if I’m going to make it on time. I can skip…”
Smoak shook her head. “No skipping, I know how important your music is to you, and I have work to do anyway. We can hook up later today, if you want.”
Blaze smiled and kissed the tip of Smoak’s nose. “Of course I want to, but for now, you have to let me up. I have to pee.”
Smoak laughed and sat up, letting Blaze off the sofa. She watched Blaze’s rear as she walked away and couldn’t help smiling to herself. Blaze was beautiful, smart, funny and, most important of all, she was interested in more than Smoak as a dancer. Blaze couldn’t care less if she was a dancer or a street mime as long as she was happy.
Smoak stood and moved to the window to look out at the morning sun. It had risen like a pink and yellow jewel, its light making the city shine as if Gaia herself had just given it a last polish.
The morning warmth and her happy glow were spoiled by a hint of darkness below. A black Ford Escalade was parked on the street outside the apartment. To most people, it wouldn’t have been worth noticing, but the pile of cigarette butts on the ground outside the driver’s door indicated it had been there for some time. She watched it for a moment, then turned for the door, pausing only long enough to write her number on a sticky note and leave it on Blaze’s phone with a note.
Had to go.
Call me when you get out of class
K
She took the stairs to the lobby and exited through the pool area. Once outside, she climbed the fence and dropped down behind a parked car, where she could get a better view of the parked Ford. She could see someone inside. He was male, with wide shoulders and hair that spilled over his shoulders.
Smoak hurried up to the SUV and climbed in behind the driver.
“Hi!” she said. “I saw you sitting out here and just couldn’t resist popping in to ask you what you’re doing.”
The man jumped in his seat and turned. “Get out of my car.”
“Not until you tell me why you’re watching my friend’s apartment,” Smoak replied.
“None of your business. Get out or I’ll drag you out.”
Smoak leaned forward in her seat and stared into the man’s grey eyes. “Why are you watching Blaze?”
The man pulled a pistol and pointed it at Smoak. “Last chance. Get out and forget you saw me.”
Smoak moved in a blur, her right hand gripping the  slide of the pistol, tripping the release and pulling the slide off in a practiced motion that left the man’s weapon useless.
“Beretta M9,” she said. “I’ve been carrying one for years. It’s a good weapon, but the slide is stupid-easy to remove if you know how. It’s also the favored weapon of most ex-military. You’re not watching her. You’re watching me. Why?”
“General Chandler ordered me to keep tabs on you after you and Warrant Officer Higgins almost got killed yesterday,” he replied. “Can I have my slide back, please?”
“I don’t need a babysitter,” Smoak said. “And I don’t need John looking over my shoulder. Fuck off.”
“I have my orders, ma’am,” the man replied.
“And I’m telling you to go away. I don’t answer to John anymore, and you have no official orders. Don’t follow me and don’t bother Blaze.” She opened the door and started out of the vehicle.
“And if I do?” the man asked.
Smoak turned back. “I’ll send a bouquet to your hospital room.” She slammed the door behind her and vanished into morning traffic.
 


 
Ashley was up by 7:00 a.m. as she always was. She had an alarm clock, but the flashing lights always made her feel like she woke up inside a disco ball. Over time, she’d just gotten used to waking up when she wanted, and her internal clock hadn’t failed her yet.
She was stiff and sore from the previous day’s activities, and the bump on her head from Stepan’s gun felt like it was the size of a Zeppelin, but she was happy to be alive and facing another day.
She climbed out of bed and spent ten minutes stretching herself back into some semblance of humanity before leaving her room in search of Smoak. She found her friend’s room and the office empty. Not unusual, considering what Smoak did for a living, but worth checking. She found a text message on her phone sent that morning: Safe. On my way to Sunny Isles to see if anyone recognizes Stepan. Call later.
“Oh, good, you’re going to go rattle some cages,” Ashley muttered. “Brilliant.”
She dressed in a pair of jeans, sneakers and a cropped USMC sweatshirt that had been attacked by scissors and no longer had any sleeves. She ran a brush through her hair and flopped on the sofa to run checks on any Russian-owned businesses that owned helicopters. It wasn’t a long list, and none of them owned a Russian helicopter, at least not legally, but she did find a plastic surgeon named Igor Frulov, who had a helipad on his office building and, by a strange coincidence, it was big enough to support an Mi-38.
She jotted down the address and texted Rock a message asking him to come get her. She packed a fresh mini-backpack while she waited, then took the elevator down to the lobby. Rock arrived a few minutes later with yet another utility vehicle, this one an olive drab Conquest Evade custom made in Canada.
“Don’t you think this is a little conspicuous?” she asked when she reached the vehicle.
“No ma’am, not considering you and Miss Kamryn were almost killed by a crazy man in a helicopter last night. This is faster and tougher than a production vehicle,” Rock said.
“Yeah, and visible at five hundred yards,” Ashley replied. “People are going to think one of the Trumps is arriving.”
She climbed into the back and sank into the luxurious leather seat, feeling like a child in the overstuffed captain’s chair. She saw Rock watching her from outside and smiled.
“Yeah, okay you’re right, it’s comfy. But I still feel silly.”
“I’d rather you feel silly than dead,” Rock replied.
The drive into the heart of the city was long. Many of the streets were under construction and had been as long as they’d lived there. The plastic surgeon’s offices were in a twenty-five story building just outside the design district. It was a massive chrome and glass affair that was open on all sides. Ashley thought it looked like a pile of tinker toys put together by someone with a terrible case of hiccups. 
She instructed Rock to pull around to the service entrance at the side of the building. He drove around to the side and swung around to park next to a box truck, leaving the Evade facing the exit.
“Just in case,” Rock said with a smile.
Ashley smiled back and turned her attention to her tablet. She found the security department’s wireless network and activated a program to find the password. It took all of thirty-three seconds for the program to spit out an active password and give her full access to their network. She keyed in a series of instructions that linked to her smartphone and handed the tiny pc to Rock.
“Press this when I get to the door,” she said, pointing at a highlighted section of the screen.
Rock took the tablet in his huge hands. “Be careful.”
Ashley kissed his cheek and hopped out of the vehicle, closing the door behind her. 
The side of the building, though no doubt considered the back by most people, was much like the others, save it had a sizable loading dock, much bigger than you would expect to find in a building full of doctors. Surveillance cameras covered both sides of the dock and the single service door, and she suspected that the burly man pretending to count the buns on a plastic pallet was a guard. Or the dumbest man on the planet, since he’d counted the same package of buns three times.
Ashley pulled the hood of her sweatshirt over her head and hurried up the steps to the service door. She patted her pockets theatrically when she got to the door and mimed sliding a card through the passkey slot. On cue, the magnetic lock disengaged, and Ashley passed through into a wide hallway. The loading dock door to her left was closed and sealed tight, and she could see what looked like a warehouse of sorts at the end of the corridor.
What does a doctor’s office need with a warehouse?
She proceeded down the hall and stopped at the corner. Ahead was a warehouse that contained a collection of crates of different sizes, all stacked neatly. The corridor continued to her left, toward a glass-sided security office. She moved quickly across the passage and into the warehouse, ducking behind the crates to get out of sight of the security office. A few clicks on her phone brought up the schematics she’d downloaded, and she followed them through the maze of boxes toward an exit on the far side. She crept past a row of metal doors, sealed tight with heavy steel padlocks, and paused. 
The corridor beyond was clear, but that odd feeling she sometimes got was making the hair stand up on the back of her neck. She turned and looked at the nearest door, which she had taken for an ordinary storage cage. It took her a few minutes to crack the lock and remove the bar, which was heavier than it looked. She set it aside and pushed the door open. Years in the field hadn’t prepared her for what was waiting on the other side.
The room was perhaps ten feet long and four feet wide, decorated like a 1930s bedroom out of a horror novel. The wallpaper was torn and bloody, the single art deco lamp was covered in cobwebs and the bed, though perfectly made, was dirty and stained with old blood. A girl of fifteen or sixteen dressed in a torn and stained white nightgown huddled in the corner, rocking back and forth.
Ashley entered the room and knelt beside the girl. She could tell the girl was mumbling, but she couldn’t make out very many words. All she could understand was the phrase, “I’ll be good,” amidst her other mumbling.
She checked the girl’s pulse and found it to be rapid and thready, her eyes were dilated and her breathing was shallow like someone in the midst of a panic attack.
Ashley frowned and checked the girl’s arms; they were free of needle tracks. A check of her other limbs, however, found scabs between her toes where needles had been inserted over and over again.
She shrugged out of her pack and rummaged around until she found her med kit. She pulled a vial of naloxone from inside and filled a syringe.
“This is going to hurt, honey,” she said. “But it will make you lucid. I can’t carry you out of here.”
She swabbed the girl’s arm with an alcohol pad and injected the medication directly into the girl’s left triceps, making her jerk with pain. Ashley removed the needle and held the girl, trying to comfort her while she came down from the heroin overdose. A few minutes later, the girl was able to focus. It would be some time before she could be moved, but for the moment, talking would work.
“Who are you?” the girl asked.
“My name is Ashley. Who are you?”
The girl looked away, her mouth moving. Ashley turned her face back with a gentle hand. “Honey, you have to face me when you talk, I can’t hear you.”
“My name is Meg… Megan,” the girl whimpered. “Don’t hurt me, let me wake up, and I promise I’ll be good.”
“I’m not going to hurt you,” Ashley said. “I’m going to get you out of here, but first, you need to rest. Are you the only one here?”
The girl nodded her head, her eyes sagging with exhaustion. “Yes…he took the others away, kept me…”
Megan broke down in tears, and Ashley hugged her close. “Shh, it’s going to be alright. My friends and I are going to get you out of here.”
She helped the girl lay on the bed and kissed her forehead. “Let the medicine work, and I’ll be right back.”
She exited the room and closed the door, putting the bar back, but leaving the padlock unlocked. Once outside the room, she sent a text to Rock, warning him things could get interesting. 
His reply was, Define Interesting.

She resisted the temptation to answer, and stepped into the corridor instead. From this direction, she was less visible to anyone in the security office, though there was a camera at the end of the hall. She kept her head down and her phone in her hand until she reached the door, where a press of a key on her phone buzzed her through.
The security office was large, full of state of the art surveillance equipment and computers. There was also a collection of non-lethal weapons that included tasers and beanbag shotguns, no doubt to keep their captives in line. A locked case held three regular shotguns, three MP5s and a selection of pistols, more firepower than any security department outside a major bank should have on hand.
A single guard sat behind the video monitors, a cup of coffee in his hand. He looked up when Ashley entered, did a double take and set his coffee down.
“What are you doing in here?” he asked. “This is restricted access only.”
Ashley kicked him hard enough that his chair flipped over, spilling him to the floor. She then kicked him in the stomach and crouched over him, pulling him close by his shirt.
“How long have you been keeping teenage girls here?” she growled.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he groaned. “I think you broke one of my ribs.”
“I’m going to break your fucking skull, you bastard! How long? How many?”
“Six months, maybe nine,” the guard replied. “Never more than five at a time, special ones.”
“What do you do with them? Do you kill them?” Ashley pressed.
“I don’t know. I just guard them. They always disappear during the night,” the guard whined. “When its time, I just come in and there are new ones to watch.”
“And all you do is watch, right? It never occurred to you to do the right thing?” Ashley asked.
“You should see these girls,” the guard replied. “If they weren’t here, they would just be a waste of space somewhere else.”
“You’re a pitiful excuse for a human being,” Ashley said. “It should be you in there, not an innocent child.”
She punched him in the face, straightened and moved to the security console. From there, the security officer could control almost everything from the fire system to the gates that rolled down over the exits at closing time. She plugged a flash drive into the system and started a download of all the security images off the hard-drive for the last month. She was turning to ask the guard where the rest of the video disks were when he attacked, wrapping his tie around her throat and pulling it taught, cutting off her air.
Ashley’s training kicked in. Rather than panicking, she moved into him, ramming her head into his nose. The force of her attack gave her slack to breathe, and it was all she needed. The knife-edge of her hand slammed into his throat, crushing the delicate cartilage over his trachea and making him gag. She followed the attack with a palm strike to the chest and a spin kick that cracked his neck like a twig. He fell backwards, lifeless and limp, blood seeping from his mouth.
“Rot in hell, you cold-heart son of a bitch,” Ashley spat.
With time growing short before someone noticed her, Ashley began a search of the room. She found what she was looking for in the corner where a shredder sat, its bin full of crushed video disks.
They aren’t as dumb as I’d hoped, Ashley thought. With any luck, what I have will be enough. 
She grabbed one of the beanbag guns from the rack and turned back to the console. A few deft keystrokes, and she set the emergency gates to close and the fire alarm to engage, alerting the authorities and locking everyone inside at the same time. She then told the computer to upload everything it had to the FBI database.
When she was done, she set the timer and ran back to where she’d left Megan. When she entered, Megan was sitting up and looking better, though still pale.
“Are you ready to move?” Ashley asked.
“Anywhere,” Megan replied. “Just get me out of here.”
“Stay close and stay behind me,” Ashley said. “Remember I can’t hear you, so just follow my lead, okay?”
Megan nodded and Ashley took her hand, pulling her out the door and into the warehouse to go back the way she’d come. They were close to the warehouse exit when she caught movement and spotted two armed thugs coming her way. She stepped in front of Megan and fired two shots from the shotgun. The beanbag rounds hit both guards square in the chest, knocking them flat. Megan stared at them in surprise, and Ashley gave her hand a yank.
“They’re not dead, though they will wish they were,” she said. “Now come on!”
She pulled the girl down the narrow space between the crates and out into the hallway beyond. They were about to enter the corridor when Megan grabbed Ashley and pointed. Another guard was coming toward them. Ashley squeezed the trigger and watched with a measure of satisfaction as the heavy bean round hit the guard in the face, breaking his nose and sending him spinning head over heels.
The two women turned and ran for the exit, Ashley dragging Megan along behind her like the tail of a kite. She kicked the panic bar and rushed through the door just before the alarm she’d set went off. The security door locked behind them, and they rushed down the steps toward the Evade.
Bullets ricocheted around them, and they stopped in surprise. The guard on the dock had spotted them and had them covered with a MP7. Ashley was judging her chances of bringing the beanbag gun around when Rock stepped behind the guard and twisted his neck. She could only imagine the sickening pop made by the man’s skull separating from his spine.
Rock pushed the body away and ran back to the Evade as Ashley helped Megan into the back seat and joined the big man in the front.
“Go,” she said. “Go before the cops or more Russians show up.”
 


 
Sunny Isles Beach, nicknamed Little Moscow because of the large number of Russian immigrants that had moved to the area in recent years, was a city nestled on a barrier island northeast of Miami. It took Smoak the better part of an hour on the intracoastal highway to reach the island. She crossed over on the southern tip and turned toward the Intracoastal Yacht Club. She hoped a contact there might be able to help in the investigation.
She guided her bike into the lot of a high-rise condo, just beyond the harbor, and parked, turning toward one of the building’s many lobby-level businesses. The sign outside read, “Psychic Readings by Taisia.”
Smoak pushed open the door and sighed at the welcome blast of cool air that greeted her. Inside was a square room, decorated in shades of grey and purple, making it seem even cooler, yet, somewhat gloomy and imposing. An older woman with flowing grey hair held in plaits sat at the circular table in the room, her eyes shut. She was dressed in a long gown made of purple silk and wore dozens of bead necklaces around her throat. She opened pale eyes and smiled at Smoak.
“Why Kamryn MacKenna, it is good to see you.” Her accent made ‘why’ sound like ‘vy.’
“And you, Taisia,” Smoak replied. She took a seat opposite the woman and smiled. “You are looking well.”
“And you are looking like you are here on business. What can an old woman do for you?”
Smoak pulled her phone out of her pocket and showed Stepan’s photo to Taisia. “Do you recognize this guy?” she asked.
Taisia picked the phone up and ran her finger over the screen. “He is one of Gregor Utkin’s men. An enforcer, a stupid one. He doesn’t look so good, where did you get this photo?”
“I snapped it after my partner broke his nose with an old piece of chair,” Smoak replied. 
“Gregor won’t be too happy about that,” Taisia said. “Stepan was his favorite.”
Smoak shrugged and put the phone back in her pocket. “He isn’t in a position to care. Someone killed him and most of his men last night.”
“You?” Taisia asked.
Smoak shook her head. “Not this time. I only got seven or eight. He was intentionally silenced by some psychopath in a helicopter.”
“I doubt anyone but his mother will miss him,” Taisia said. “He was a dog of a man who dealt in the skin trade and heroin. Good riddance, though I do wish it had been you who killed him. Your kills are always bloody.”
Smoak ignored the comment. “What do you know about a Russian slaver named Igor? Stepan and Gregor both mentioned him.”
“Igor Frulov. He is not Russian. He is a Serb, and not a popular one. The rumor is that he buys women from Gregor and a handful of men like him and sells them all over the world. He is so despised that his own country won’t even acknowledge him.”
“Do you know where I can find him?”
“Mm, I am no longer part of that world, child,” Taisia said.
Smoak smiled. “Maybe not, but you know something.”
“Not much, my girl. Let me get you some tea.”
The old woman stood and moved through a beaded curtain into the back room. Smoak could hear her puttering about in the tiny kitchen, muttering to herself as she often did. She returned a few minutes later with two steaming teacups. She placed one in front of Smoak and the other at her place before returning to her seat.
“Enjoy your tea, my girl,” she said. “Then you should probably go, unless you would like one of my famous readings. I could tell you when the right person will come along.”
Smoak smiled. “You know I come for your counsel, not the act, Taisia.”
She raised the tea to her lips and sipped at the strong brew, her eyes flicking to the message on her saucer: Yacht Sanctuary.
She put the cup down, intentionally spilling tea into the saucer as she did, washing away the special ink.
“I trust the tea is to your liking, my girl?” Taisia asked.
“It’s a little hot, but very good,” Smoak replied. “Thank you.”
She reached into her inside pocket and pulled out a pair of gold coins, which she placed on the table.
“Oh, that is too much for a simple woman,” Taisia said.
“Who likes Louboutin shoes and silk skirts,” Smoak replied with a smile. “Keep them.”
She stood and stepped back into the morning sun, her glasses in place. Taisia’s tip hadn’t been all she was hoping for, but it was better than nothing. She sent a text to Ashley, letting her know she was looking into a lead and would be home after, then started her bike and cruised down the island. 
Sunny Isles Beach was dotted with a variety of marinas, most handling nothing larger than a powerboat. After half an hour of smiling and asking around, Smoak learned that Sanctuary was one of the largest yachts in Miami and was too big to be kept in a local marina. Frulov usually took a motor launch from his home in Sunny Isles out to Sanctuary. A few coins spread around produced Sanctuary’s approximate location, and Smoak pointed her bike toward Fort Lauderdale.



 


 
 
 
 
“I hope you know what you’re doing,” Ashley said.
Smoak looked up from packing her clothes into a small duffel bag and smiled. “Of course I don’t. But do you see any other option for me? It isn’t like my family is going to help. It’s either this or end up fixing cars during the day and dancing on tables at night.”
“Maybe, but you don’t exactly follow orders well,” Ashley said. “I seem to recall our third grade teacher saying something about a ‘pathological distrust of authority.’ How are you going to survive the military? All they do is give orders.”
Smoak stopped and moved to where Ashley was standing in her bedroom doorway. “I can do it if I have to, but it will be easier if you come with me.”
Ashley’s jaw dropped. “Are you insane? They don’t make soldiers out of deaf people. Even if they did, what would I do? Use harsh language?”
“You’re one of the best shots in the state, and you know computers better than anyone I’ve ever heard of,” Smoak replied. “What does you being deaf have to do with anything? It has never slowed you down before.”
Ashley’s eyes narrowed. “It isn’t me who has the problem.”
Smoak brushed hair out of her friend’s eyes. “What if Chandler found a place for you, in his office or something?”
“SK, it is never going to happen. I’m going to Cornell like we planned. It’s why Dad bought you the phone,” Ashley said.
“But what if it could, would you come with?” Smoak asked. “Keep me from doing something else stupid?”
Ashley smiled. “It’s a given you’re going to do something stupid, Smoakie. You have a knack for it.”
Smoak frowned. “That wasn’t an answer, Ash.”
Ashley looked away and ran a hand through her long brown hair. “I don’t know, SK. I’m not really the military type.”
Smoak nodded. “I know. Neither am I, but it’s my only chance at doing something better. I can’t go to Cornell.”
She turned away and went back to folding her clothes. She could feel Ashley’s eyes on her back, but she refused to turn around.
“Smoakie, don’t be like this,” Ashley said. “I’m not dying and neither are you. I’m going to school. I’ll be in touch as much as I can. You know that. I just think you’d be safer doing something else. You are so good with cars, why don’t you go to technical school?”
Smoak shook her head. She had tried and couldn’t afford to live alone and foot the bill for tuition.
“Are you done packing yet?” a voice said.
“No, Mrs. MacKenna, she’s still packing,” Ashley said. “She will be done soon.”
“It’s about time she did something besides cause trouble,” Mrs. MacKenna said. “It’s too bad she couldn’t be more like you, Ashley. If I’m any judge, Kamryn has been a bad influence on you.”
“I’ll be done and gone in a few minutes, Mother,” Smoak said.
“See that you are,” Mrs. MacKenna said. “Your sister is having her rehearsal dinner in the backyard, and no one wants the promiscuous gay hanging around.”
Smoak gripped the pair of panties she was holding and nearly tore them in half. “Yes, Mother.”
“Take care of yourself, Ashley,” Mrs. MacKenna said.
Smoak heard her mother walk away as Ashley muttered, “Go fuck yourself, Mrs. MacKenna.”
Smoak put the panties into her bag, added a photo of herself and Ashley and zipped it closed.
Ashley looked around the bare room and frowned. “Two duffel bags isn’t much for seventeen years, is it?”
Smoak shrugged. “Your dad put most of my stuff in storage for me. It isn’t like it was a lot, anyway.”
“So you’re going, then? Becoming a soldier?”
Smoak nodded. “Like I said, Ash, I don’t see I’ve got much choice, and Chandler has promised me an education as well as pay. I can even go to Gainesville if I want to, maybe be a Gator Girl.”
“I can’t see you doing that, either,” Ashley said. “You were only a Shark because they insisted I have an interpreter and caregiver.”
“Yeah, but by senior year, I was having fun. The flips, the jumps—”
“The showing off,” Ashley interrupted with a smile.
Smoak blushed. “Yeah, the showing off. I may have thought it was stupid, but I liked the attention.”
“You were good at it,” Ashley said. “You’re almost as good at showing off as you are at being in the wrong place at the right time.”
“Wrong time,” Smoak corrected.
Ashley shook her head. “Right time, SK. You end up where you’re supposed to be when you’re supposed to be there. By Gaia, I know that. You should, too.”
“You always say stuff like that,” Smoak said. “You know I don’t believe in that shit, not like that. Come on, you can take me downtown.”
“What about the Mustang?” Ashley asked.
Smoak shrugged. “Drive her until you leave for Cornell then put her in storage at your dad’s lake house.”
“It’s illegal for me to drive, Smoakie.”
“Never stopped you before,” Smoak replied.
 
PRESENT DAY
 
Ashley, this is an FBI matter not a military one, the TTY typed.
“It never stopped you before,” Ashley said. “That asshole is trafficking in people, General. People. Rock and I rescued a young girl who is never going to be the same after what that monster did to her.”
I understand that, but I hardly see how it involves my office, Chandler replied. The FBI are handling it, they have several of Frulov’s men in custody, and it’s only a matter of time until he’s cornered. They will get him eventually, alright?
“Eventually isn’t good enough, General. People like this slip from the Feds every day. He needs to be taken down. If you won’t do anything, we will.”
Stand down, Ashley, Chandler typed. Stay out of it. If you and MacKenna are caught, I won’t be able to protect you. I already pulled my men back.

“We don’t need protecting, General,” Ashley said. “Pretend it’s the Philippines and stay the fuck out of our way.”
She ended the call and turned to Rock, who was standing in the office doorway.
“What did he say?” Rock asked.
“He said to let the Feds handle it,” Ashley replied.
Rock nodded. “Maybe that’s what you should do? You and Miss MacKenna are supposed to work in the shadows, it’s why you bought Lollipops. This needs to be in the light of day.”
Ashley smiled and pushed past Rock into the hallway. “It’s the light that makes the shadow, Rock. Come on, we have work to do.”
 


 
They had taken Megan to the University of Miami Hospital where she’d been moved to the psychiatric care unit under police guard. The hospital was one of the best in the state with experience dealing with trauma victims, and Ashley had made sure the girl’s needs would be cared for. It meant dipping into the retirement fund, but neither she nor Smoak thought they would die of old age.
Ashley passed through the emergency room entrance and into the hospital without causing undue attention. She was there often enough with Smoak that people were used to her presence. She climbed the stairs to the fourth floor and hurried down the hall to Megan’s room. An officer sat outside on a plastic chair, a magazine in his lap and a cup of coffee on the floor by his foot. He stood when he saw Ashley coming and put one hand on his pistol.
“Good afternoon, ma’am,” he said. “This room is off limits to anyone but close family.”
“I’m Ashley, the one who brought her in.” 
“And I’m sure we’re all very grateful, but, until Lieutenant Kreel clears it, I have to ask you to leave,” the officer said.
“That’s stupid,” Ashley said. “If I wanted to hurt her, I wouldn’t have brought her to the hospital.”
The cop shrugged. “I don’t make the rules, ma’am. Please move along, now.”
“Sure, Officer,” Ashley said.
She turned away, took two steps and pulled one of Smoak’s injectors from her pocket. When she turned back, she had it hidden between two fingers.
“Do you know when I might be able to see her?” she asked, stepping closer.
“That’s up to the Lieutenant,” the officer replied. “You can call him at the department if you like.”
“Do you have his card?”
The officer took his hand off his pistol and reached into his shirt pocket. Ashley stepped forward and pressed the ampule into his hand. He yanked back in surprise and shook his hand.
“What the hell, lady?” he yelled.
“I think you should sit down,” Ashley said.
“You’re… you’re…” he mumbled.
“You’re going to fall down if you don’t take a seat,” Ashley said.
The officer swayed on his feet, his mouth opening and closing as he tried to make a coherent sentence come out. Ashley grabbed his arm and helped him back into his chair, where he promptly fell asleep. She turned to make sure no one had seen and pushed open the door to Megan’s room.
Megan was lying on the single bed, a white sheet and light green blanket pulled up to her chin. A nourishing IV drip was connected to the back of her left hand, and she had color back in her face. The girl stopped staring at the sunlight streaming through the window and looked at Ashley. Her face was blank for a moment before she smiled with recognition.
“You’re the girl from that room,” she said. “The one who got me out and brought me here.”
Ashley closed the door and sat next to the girl. “That’s right, Meg. My name is Ashley, do you remember?”
Megan nodded. “I remember, you can’t hear very well.”
“But I can read lips just fine. I don’t have too much time. Can I ask you some questions?” 
The girl nodded. 
“Thank you, honey.” 
Ashley pulled out her phone and showed Rayne’s photo to Megan. “Have you ever seen this woman?”
Megan looked at the phone and nodded. “She was in the nightmare too, in another room. I think her name is Rayne or something.”
“That’s right, her name is Rayne,” Ashley said. “She was taken, just like you. Do you know what happened to her? Is she still alive?”
“They took her away,” Megan said. “When they came for the others, they took her away with them, too.”
“Do you know where?” Ashley asked.
Megan shook her head. “No…just away. A terrible man came for her.”
Ashley scrolled her phone to a picture of Frulov taken from the internet. “Was this him?”
Megan looked at the picture and shook her head. “No, that isn’t him. He was younger and big, like he lifted weights.”
“Did they ever take you anywhere else?” Ashley asked.
Megan shook her head. “Not since the nightmare started. Not since I was taken.”
Ashley squeezed Megan’s hand. “Can you tell me about that? How you were taken?”
Megan bit her lip and shook her head. “I don’t remember anything. I was coming home from summer school, that’s all I remember.”
Ashley smiled. “Anything you can tell me will help.”
“Are you going to save the others?” Megan asked.
Ashley stood and looked down at the pale, weak-looking girl in the bed. “Yes, Megan, I am.”
“Good…they need an angel, too.”
Ashley turned away and stopped, her hand on the doorknob. “I’m no angel, honey. But my best friend is, and she will make sure those men pay. I promise you.”
 


 
Smoak pulled off the A1 highway and cruised through the crisscrossing streets opposite to Port Everglades until she reached a parking lot outside of a luxury hotel. She wasn’t sure what idiot had decided to block the beautiful ocean view with a monstrous, fifteen story building, but according to the information she’d received, Sanctuary was docked in the river beyond. Frulov kept a suite at the hotel, just so he could use their docks, which were some of the only ones in the area large enough to accommodate the sixty-meter long ship.
Smoak felt eyes on her and lowered her glasses to look at the attendant that was watching her from his air-conditioned booth. He waved his hands and, in a complex shorthand, indicated that she needed to either park or leave the lot. She frowned at him, spun her bike around in a cloud of tire smoke and rode back down the street to an empty lot where a club and bar had stood before the hotel had been built. She crossed the lot and rode as far as she could before parking her bike at the edge of the concrete pier.
Half a dozen yachts bobbed in the waves along the southern side of the long pier. They were impressive, but too small to be Sanctuary. She turned and walked along the western edge, her eyes on the handful of larger yachts docked outside the hotel. 
Sanctuary wasn’t hard to spot. The pristine white yacht floated alongside the secondary pier, glowing in the sun like a diamond. Her radar was turning slowly, and Smoak could see a handful of men moving along the upper deck above the tinted observation windows. 
She stopped to sit and retrieve a pair of binoculars from her pack. With a closer look, she could see that the men were armed with silenced MP7s. Unlike the thugs she’d encountered at the old hospital, the men carried themselves like professionals. There was no chatter, no open beer cans and no drugs, just heavily armed men doing their job.
What are you protecting, boys? she thought.
She continued to watch, splitting her time between the guards on the deck and two that had stepped out onto the pier. They were all on high alert, their weapons at the ready, speaking often into the two-way radios they had clipped to their wrists. After several minutes of watching, Smoak saw another group of men pull up in a white Cadillac limousine. They climbed out, spoke with the men on the pier and then opened the back of the limo.
I wish Ashley were here, she would know what they were saying and have solved everything by now.
A few moments later, four of the guards on the boat exited, each escorting a pair of well-dressed, but drunk-looking women. They helped the women into the limousine and climbed in with them. Smoak tried to focus her binoculars on the last woman, who appeared to be struggling more than the others. She couldn’t make out her face, but the one thing she could see was flaming red hair.
Rayne! Smoak thought.
She would never reach the limousine before it left the pier, and even if she did, she would have to deal with the guards. It was just too risky.
Smoak turned and ran, her legs pumping and her boots thudding on the concrete. She sprinted up a bench and leapt from the back onto the fence that protected the pier from the empty lot beyond and never slowed. She jumped from the fence to the dirt, rolled and kept running. From the corner of her eye, she could see the limousine moving along the pier, and she ran harder, not stopping until she reached her bike. If she lost sight of them, she might lose Rayne forever.
She caught up to the limousine as it accelerated up the 395 ramp moving at a steady but legal pace. It merged into the travel lane and Smoak followed at the same speed, content to follow and see what was happening.
Half an hour later, the limousine pulled into the parking lot of a gentleman’s club and stopped in front of the main doors. Smoak looked at the sign and shook her head.
You have to be kidding me, she thought. Goldfinger’s? I couldn’t make this up if I tried.
The building was large, rivaling Diamond’s for size, and looked as if it consisted of two levels. The outside had been painted purple with gold metallic highlights along the roofline and in several alcoves that looked as if they would be illuminated at night. The image of a golden woman arching her back had been painted in the middle of each wall. No doubt, someone thought it was classy, but Smoak thought it looked like the hood ornament off an eighteen-wheeler.
She pulled into the lot next door and waited until all the women had been escorted inside before making her way to the back of the club. The parking lot was almost deserted with only a BMW and an older Mercedes parked near the rear entrance. Smoak glanced at both vehicles in passing and hurried up the steps to the back door. She found it unlocked and stepped through into the air-conditioned back room.
Somewhere ahead, she could hear the men speaking in Russian and the muffled whimpers of several women, but she could see little. The back room was dark, lit only by a pair of emergency lights. She slid along the wall toward an exit sign at the far end of the room, being careful not to step on any of the cleaning supplies that had been left in disarray on the floor, and listened at the door. The Russian voices were muffled, but she heard one of the men say, “Get them changed, the client and staff will be here any moment,” followed by a woman saying, “Yes, sir.”
The woman then raised her voice and said in English, “Get dressed or there will not be any more candy, my girls. The customers want you sexy and sweet. Hurry!”
Smoak pulled the door open a crack and peered through. To her left was a small office. Two men were sitting within, chomping on cigars and looking at pictures of half-naked women. From what she could see, all of the women looked glassy-eyed and confused, and their pictures had been taken in front of a blank grey wall.
Ahead of her was a closed doorway with flaking gold letters that said ‘Entrance,’ and to her right was an open door that led into a room full of vanities and lockers. The women inside were moving about as if they were in a haze.
Smoak closed the door and stared at the wall in thought. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that the girls were about to be put on display and sold to the highest bidder, probably while the club was open for the lunch crew. No one would even notice a handful of women parading around half-naked in a gentleman’s club. It was the perfect cover.
She didn’t see many options. No one was going to believe she was one of the strung-out girls there to be sold, and she didn’t have time to go back and change. She could either let the auction happen and get to Rayne once she’d been sold, or she could go in guns blazing. And she didn’t have a gun.
She was still pondering what to do when a lithe blonde woman in sunglasses stepped through the back door, a shopping bag in one hand and a bottle of diet soda in the other. The girl looked at Smoak in surprise and frowned.
“Who are you?” the girl asked.
Smoak smiled and plucked a coin from her jacket. “How would you like to make an easy five hundred bucks?”
 


 
The Goldfinger’s main stage was a martini-shaped affair with a single pole at the front of the stage and two on the wings. Disco balls hung high overhead, reflecting a barrage of colors onto the backlit platform and a series of black lights made the stage edge glow like a midnight moon. The rest of the club was dark, lit only by neon tubes in the ceiling and floor lighting around the three-dozen tables placed around the room.
Smoak stepped through the stage curtain and joined the mix of regular dancers and women waiting to be auctioned. Her borrowed outfit consisted of a pair of white sequined chaps, G-string and bra top that her breasts threatened to pop out of with every step. A white kitten-ear headband held her hair back from her face and clear plastic sandals adorned her feet, completing the outfit.
She mingled with the other women, her movements less ostentatious than her normal dance routines at Lollipops. The last thing she wanted to do was be noticed. She wanted to find Rayne, make contact and figure a way out of the club, not get dollars stuffed down her panties.
It didn’t take her long to spot the redhead. The woman’s hair shone under the stage lights like a fiery beacon. She was leaning against a pole on the opposite side of the stage, her hips moving to some beat only she could hear.
Smoak noticed one of the guards watching her and she spun, beginning a slow strut to the opposite side of the stage. She’d taken two steps when the man reached up and took her hand.
“Let me look at you,” he said.
Smoak blinked at the guard and felt everyone’s eyes on her. She wanted nothing more than to kick him in the face, grab Rayne and run, but that was a good way to get someone shot. She smiled and squatted in front of him, giving him a clear view of her satin-covered sex.
“Are you sure that’s what you want, Tiger?” she purred. “Just to look?”
The guard smiled, showing gold teeth. “Come dance for us.”
Smoak let him help her off the stage, and she followed him to one of the shadowed tables a short distance from the main stage. A pair of guards, one male and one female, sat at the table sharing a bottle of cheap Vodka. The man was tall, with short brown hair that showed a wicked scar across his scalp and a mustache that could use some fertilizer. The woman was of average height with white and black streaked hair and blue eyes that couldn’t have been natural. She couldn’t be called pretty, the best she could ever hope for was handsome, but she made up for it with an air of quiet menace most men would have taken as mysterious.
The first guard helped Smoak onto the table and she began to dance, her hands gliding over her skin as she moved. It wasn’t her most enthusiastic dance ever. With every hair toss and squat, she glanced at the redhead, trying to keep an eye on the other woman while maintaining her cover as one of the dancers. Her body moved on automatic, and soon, without realizing it, she was wearing nothing but her almost nonexistent panties and her kitten ears. Her bra was over the second guard’s shoulder, and she had no idea where the chaps had gone.
“Very good,” the second guard said. “Very sexy. What is your name?”
Smoak smiled and leaned forward, looking into the guard’s eyes. “You can call me Angel.”
“Angel. I like that, it goes with the wings on your back,” the woman said. “Come tell me what else you do, Angel.”
Smoak looked at the woman and slid off the table, straddling the black-clad guard. She felt the woman’s hands on her butt and swallowed the desire to tear out the Russian’s throat.
“What would you like?” Smoak asked, grinding to the beat.
“My boss will be concluding his business soon, and we will be leaving.” Her exaggerated accent made her g’s sound like k’s. “Would you like to come back to the ship with us? We have plenty of party favors for a girl like you.”
Smoak leaned forward, spilling her long hair over the woman’s face.
“What happens at this ship?” she asked, letting her lips brush over the guard’s.
“Whatever we want,” the guard replied. “And you leave with three gold coins for your trouble.”
Smoak felt one of the men’s hands on her back and she half turned, taking the man’s hand in hers and teasing her nails along his fingers. The gesture let her get eyes on the redhead again. She could see that money was exchanging hands and the redheaded girl was about to be led off-stage.
Smoak turned back and cuddled under the woman’s hair. She found the woman’s ear and whispered, “I’d rather gouge my own eyes out with a spoon.”
The woman reared back in surprise and Smoak moved. She snapped two of the man’s fingers in a casual gesture and kicked the other one in the knee with a six-inch heel. Both men cried out in pain and surprise, buying her more time. She head butted the woman in front of her, breaking the woman’s nose. Smoak ignored the blood spray that darkened her hair and jumped to her feet. A kick to the woman’s throat sent her into oblivion’s embrace, and Smoak was up and running before death had even registered the guard’s fate. Her second kick caught the standing guard in the stomach sending him crashing into a table where he lay still.
Behind her, the seated guard was trying to bring his MP7 around. Smoak grabbed the weapon and dragged him forward by the strap. Her knee met him on the way down, sending his nose into his forebrain and killing him instantly. 
The skirmish was over in a handful of seconds. She pushed his body aside and spun, surveying the rest of the club. Chaos hadn’t yet crawled through the room, but was skirting the edge. Most of the dancers were still moving to the loud music, only one or two had noticed the carnage taking place in the shadows, but it was only a matter of time before the screaming started and things really got interesting.
Smoak kicked off the ridiculous heels and ran, her hair flying behind her. She leapt and skidded over another table on her rear, both legs kicking out at the guards seated on the other side. Her powerful strike caught the first one in the chest, knocking the wind out of him. Her other kick crushed the second man’s windpipe, sending him to meet the ferryman.
With precious seconds ticking away, Smoak scooped a glass off the table and smashed it into the gasping thug’s head. She knew he was down and done, and she was moving again before his last breath gurgled in his throat. She vaulted over the purple leather booth and ran toward where the redheaded woman was being manhandled by a grey haired man and a Russian gun thug. The thug turned toward her and leveled his MP7, his finger on the trigger. Smoak dropped and slid across the floor, stopping when she was between his legs. Her palm strike hit him in the crotch, and he howled, doubling over in pain. She then rolled backwards, extending her legs into a kick that hit him in the chin, making his teeth bite through his tongue in a shower of blood and broken bone.
She ended the maneuver on her feet, fists at the ready. She pushed the bleeding guard away and reached for the woman, but by then, another brute had joined the fray. He grabbed the redhead’s arm and yanked, almost pulling her out of Smoak’s grip. She followed and pushed the redhead into the guard, causing him to stumble. He let go of the woman to catch himself on the edge of the stage and Smoak pulled, spinning the stunned woman around to land in a chair behind her.
“Stay there,” Smoak said without looking.
The remaining two guards approached, silenced MP7s in their hands.
“Don’t move!” someone in the shadows barked.
Smoak raised her hands and watched the two guards move closer.
“She is a fine piece of property,” another voice called.
A third joined in. “If she can be tamed. Mr. Radic, I believe she has killed most of your men.”
The guards got too close. Smoak grabbed the stunned guard to her right and yanked him to his feet. He staggered in front of her, and she pushed him into the two armed guards. Their weapons spat silenced death, mincing his body in a dance of carnage only a horror fan could enjoy. When he finally dropped to the ground, Smoak stood beneath the lights, her bare skin spattered with his blood. The men’s eyes widened in surprise and reached for spare magazines; the bullets may as well have been in Moscow. Smoak stepped forward and lashed out in a flurry of kicks and strikes that left both men staggering. In the silence, she jerked a blade from one man’s belt and used it to slit his throat before jamming it up to the hilt in the other man’s eye. The two men dropped, and she glared around the room, daring anyone to move. No one did. 
Smoak turned to tend to the redhead, and though she had, by some miracle, been missed by the hail of bullets, the woman hadn’t been so lucky. Blood mingled with her hair, making her face a matted mess. Smoak’s hand trembled as she pulled the hair away from the woman’s eyes. Blank green orbs stared back at her.
 


 
Ashley glared at the TTY screen in frustration.
It wasn’t Rayne or Blaze, but it could have been their sister.
“Did anyone see you?” Ashley asked.
Depends on what you mean by “see.” I doubt any of the girls are going to talk after being freed. The dancers were too busy running to see anything, and most of the scumbags are dead or on their way to jail. At most, one or two could make an accurate description and that’s pretty unlikely.
“It’s only a mercy that most witnesses don’t remember what they saw,” Ashley said. “What’s next? Go after Frulov?”
Frulov is dead, Smoak replied. I found him in his limo, someone gave him a new hole to breathe out of on their way out. They tried to make it look like suicide, but I’m not buying it.
“His suicide means the Feds will call it case closed and hand it back to Miami PD to mop up,” Ashley said. “Fantastic. Any more bad news?”
I think that about covers it, Smoak said. I do have some good news. One of the buyers dropped a name. Radic. It was his men I killed, not Frulov’s.
“I’ll run it and see if I can find anything. What are you going to do?” Ashley asked.
For now, I’m going to come in and get cleaned up. See you in a bit.
Smoak ended the call and Ashley leaned back, one hand rubbing her tired eyes. Every time they had a suspect, someone stepped from the darkness and eliminated him. This was way outside their usual casework. Most cases were resolved in a matter of hours, but this was something different, something darker. She hoped it wasn’t the beginning of a trend.
She ran her hands through her hair and got back to work. If Frulov was a dead end, they would need to find something else fast. A search of the name Radic turned up dozens of people across the country. It was a common name rooted in Croatia with fingers spread all over the world.
She tried a variety of other searches, including cross-referencing the name Radic with Frulov and found nothing that would connect the two. Even an INS search was useless. More than a dozen people named Radic had come into the country in the last week, any number of which could now be in Miami, but none of them appeared to have anything to do with Frulov or the skin trade.
She tapped her teeth and stared at the screen, letting her mind wander. After a few minutes, she reached forward and hacked into Frulov’s accounts. A handful had been frozen by the FBI, but others were still open, each with just a few cents left in them. When she traced the electronic transfers, she found they had all been moved to an account in the Greater Antilles, including a major deposit on Grand Cayman. Most of the accounts had no name associated with them. By law, the accounts were secure and anonymous to outsiders. But fifteen minutes of digging got her an electronic thumbprint used to authorize the transfers. The print belonged to Igor Frulov and was sent after his apparent suicide behind Goldfinger’s.
“So who’s body did they leave behind the club?” Ashley asked.



 


 
 
 
 
The Miami-Dade Medical Examiner’s office was a large three-story structure made of brick and concrete, constructed in the late 1950s. Sometime in the eighties, an effort had been made to beautify the structure with a terracotta and concrete courtyard. It hadn’t helped much. Any way you looked at it, it was still a morgue with up to three hundred bodies stored in the coolers at any given moment. It was also a secured building with a variety of cameras, guards and security devices to make life exciting for would-be trespassers.
“Why don’t you just show them your military id?” Rock asked.
They had parked the Evade across the street from the examiner’s office and were watching it like a pair of hungry vultures over the last French fry.
Ashley shook her head. “Chandler won’t back me up on this one. As far as he’s concerned, it’s a done deal to be mopped up by the locals. If they call my bluff, I’ll be in trouble.”
She looked at the surrounding buildings and a sign down the street caught her attention. She smiled and pointed at it. “Hit the drive-thru, I think I have a plan.”
A few minutes later, she pushed through the doors of the medical examiner’s office, her military identification pinned to her shirt facing backwards and an armload of small coffees from a little place called DD. She carried her burden to the nearest door and kicked it with the toe of her shoe. 
“Hey, can you buzz me in? I’m about to drop this!” she called.
The guard stood and opened the door, allowing Ashley to pass. Ashley smiled brightly and angled the tray of coffee toward the guard.
“Take one, they’re all black, but there is cream and sugar in the bag.”
“Thank you very much,” the guard said, taking a coffee and a handful of sugar.
“Thank you,” Ashley replied. “If I drop any more coffee I’m going to get my hiney chewed.”
She turned away and hurried off into the maze of offices and cubicles. As soon as she was out of the guard’s line of sight, she set the coffee down on a convenient desk and turned toward the back of the building. She passed through the technician’s offices and rounded the corner to the autopsy suites. The training room was in use and there were a number of students milling around outside. She smiled at them and kept walking as if she knew where she was going. On her way by, she bumped into a young man with a visitor’s badge hanging out of his pocket.
“I’m so sorry,” she said, bouncing off the student. 
“No problem,” he replied with a smile.
Ashley smiled back and kept walking, the passkey hidden in her hand. A moment later, she buzzed herself through the door at the end of the corridor and proceeded toward the nearest set of coolers.
The morgue coolers were arranged in separate corridors, all controlled by a central desk in the middle. An older man sat behind the desk with a teacup in his hand. Ashley stepped up to the desk and smiled, her ill-gotten visitor’s pass now displayed on her shirt.
“Hi, I’m detective Francis Murphy, Miami police,” she said. “I’m here to take a look at the body of Igor Frulov. I think it was returned from Fort Lauderdale not too long ago.”
The technician looked at her over the rim of his spectacles. “That was quick. We just got him into the freezer a few minutes ago, you guys are getting more efficient.”
He rummaged around on his desk and handed up a clipboard. “Sign on line thirty-three. He’s to your left in freezer 42-1 unless you want him on a table. That will take a while. All the rooms are in use.”
Ashley did a close approximation of Frank Murphy’s signature and handed back the clipboard. “Thanks, I won’t need a table, this won’t take long.”
She smiled again and turned away, her stomach doing cartwheels. She’d decided long ago that freezer rooms were some of the most disturbing places on Earth. They’re clean, spotlessly so, and smell of cleaning products, so that wasn’t a problem. It was the odd feeling she got that made her stomach do aerobatic. The sensation of the dead surrounding the living is creepifying on the best of days, and Ashley hated it more than anything in the world.
She walked through the cooler room, her arms around her less for warmth than for the comfort it gave her against the corpses. It took her a few minutes to find Frulov’s drawer, and when she did, it took three tries for her to grip the handle.
Come on, girl, you’ve seen dozens of dead bodies. Get a hold of yourself, she thought. But that tiny traitorous part of her brain spoke up, Yeah, but they weren’t all staring at you.
She pulled the handle and the drawer opened, rolling on well-oiled casters. Inside was a black body bag, with Frulov’s name written on the tag. Ashley took a deep breath and unzipped the bag. She needn’t have worried about his eyes. The bullet had passed through the side of his head and exited out his face. There wasn’t much left that looked human. 
Ashley glared at the damage and pulled on a pair of latex gloves from the box nearby. Suicide my ass.
The man’s teeth were a jumble in his mouth, making dental identification all but impossible. She unzipped more of the bag and checked his fingers, not surprised that the prints were all but worn off. Any fingerprint comparison would be useless. In this instance, the police would have used his identification, location and any witness statements to identify the body. But Ashley knew another way. She made a face and used two fingers to roll the man’s head onto the side. She then took a close up photo of his ear. When she was satisfied that the image was clear, she zipped the bag shut, kicked the drawer closed and tossed her gloves into the garbage can.
Ten minutes later, she climbed into the back seat of the Evade, still feeling cold. Rock looked over the back seat and frowned.
“Are you all right, Miss Ashley?” he asked.
Ashley nodded. “Yes, I’m fine. I just hate morgues, they creep me the hell out. Let’s go.”
“Where?” Rock asked.
“Anywhere but here,” Ashley replied. “Somewhere warm with a decent Wi-Fi signal. I need to find a photo of Frulov’s ear.”
Rock’s brow creased with confusion, but he did what he was asked. Soon, they were parked on the sand facing the ocean, not too far from a beach bar’s Wi-Fi signal. Ashley watched the waves on the sand for some time before she turned her attention to finding an image of Frulov’s ear. It was a little known fact that the right technology could identify a person by their ear 97 percent of the time, making it just as accurate, though more difficult, than using fingerprints. The reality was that most body parts could be tracked back to the person given enough time and technology.
Finding the ear turned out to be more challenging than she’d thought, however. Frulov kept himself out of the light as much as possible, which meant no pictures, not even publicity shots. Though he was a licensed medical doctor, he rarely, if ever practiced, leaving the work to more capable physicians while he took his cut and lurked in the lucrative shadow of organized crime. 
After an hour of digging, she found a Scotland Yard photograph of Frulov taken under the name Ilijia Kronen and ran the comparison to the one she’d taken. Three times, it came up negative, no matter which search she tried. The person in the cooler was most likely not Igor Frulov, Ilijia Kronen or any of the other half dozen names Frulov had used over the last twenty-five years. The question was, who was the corpsicle, and where the hell was Frulov?
Out of curiosity, she checked Frulov’s other assets. Thanks to the FBI, Sanctuary and all his other material goods had been seized by the Marshal’s Service. It was only by sheer luck he’d gotten most of his money into offshore accounts. It would take days, if ever, for the feds to lock down those accounts. It was a good bet they wouldn’t bother, as far as they were concerned, he was dead and the case was closed.
You’re still here, Ashley thought. No way did you get out of the country yet,
and we’re going to find you.
She tapped her teeth with one nail and stared at her tablet. Airplanes were out, at least until he got a new passport and the heat died down a little. It would take a day or two for everyone to get the memo that he was supposedly dead. Cars and commercial ocean liners were out for the same reason. And there was nothing that said he was fleeing the country anyway. He had a good thing going. This was only a minor hiccup in an otherwise illustrious criminal career, and Frulov had more than enough money in offshore accounts to start his business up again in a matter of days.
She pulled up the picture of “Faux Frulov” again. At a glance, the man was the spitting image of the real Frulov. Same height, weight, hairstyle, hair color—he could have been Igor’s brother, if he’d had one.
She stared a few minutes longer then smiled.
“Rock, would you get me a soda from the bar?” she asked. “This might take a little longer than I’d thought.”
 


 
Smoak sat on her bike for a long time, watching the distant marina. She had seen the marshals come and seize Sanctuary as well as a pair of Cadillacs and four jet skis, and she hadn’t moved the whole time. After an hour, she started the bike and turned back toward Miami. She didn’t really know where she was going, but wasn’t surprised when she found herself outside of Blaze’s apartment. The Honda was parked on the street outside, so she made her way up to the fourth floor and knocked.
When Blaze didn’t answer right away, she turned to leave. The door opened behind her and she heard Blaze gasp.
“Kam? Honey, are you okay?”
Smoak turned and remembered the dried blood in her hair. “Yeah…the blood isn’t mine. Can I come in?”
“Of course, come on,” Blaze replied. 
She took Smoak by the hand and half-dragged her into the apartment and to one of the sofas. She then closed the door and Smoak heard her put something in the microwave.
“What happened?” Blaze asked, sitting next to Smoak.
“I was in the wrong place at the wrong time again,” Smoak replied. “And someone died.”
“Did you get hurt?” Blaze asked.
Smoak shook her head. “Not really. A few bumps and bruises, nothing to worry about.”
Blaze frowned. “Kam, you don’t seem like yourself. I saw you after you killed that nutso sniper, and you weren’t like this. Talk to me.”
Smoak looked at Blaze and took a breath. “I thought it was you.”
“What?” Blaze asked.
“The girl who died,” Smoak replied. “When I first saw her lying there I thought it was you, and I freaked. I just shut down.”
Blaze pulled Smoak into her arms and kissed her cheek. “I’m sorry, honey. But you know it wasn’t me. I’m here safe and sound, and I know you did whatever you could to save her.”
Smoak frowned and picked at the blood in her hair. “You’re taking this awful easy.”
Blaze laughed and shook her head. “No, I’m not. But the last thing you need right now is me freaking out because my new girlfriend is covered in someone else’s blood. You can freak now, and I’ll go off the deep end later.”
Smoak smiled and kissed Blaze with gentle lips. “Thank you, B.”
“You’re welcome. I was going to make you some hot chocolate, but maybe a shower would help more,” Blaze said.
“I should go—” 
“—take a shower,” Blaze finished. “You aren’t leaving this apartment until you’re clean and yourself again. You can use my bathroom, and I’ll get you some fresh clothes.”
Smoak rose and let her hand trail along Blaze’s face. “Has anyone ever told you that you’re breathtaking?”
She stood under the hot water for a long time, watching the blood swirl down the drain like a candy cane from hell. Whenever she closed her eyes, she could see Blaze’s face with a bullet hole in her head, her beautiful green eyes blank and lifeless. 
This had never happened to her before. She waded through death on a daily basis and never batted an eyelash because the people she killed or watched die were evil. The punishment fit the crime. Blaze didn’t deserve to die, nor did Smoak believe that the drugged girl she’d been trying to save should have died. She should have been able to save her.
Smoak clenched her fist and more blood spilled out; this time it was hers. She was so lost in her own purgatory, she didn’t feel the pain or notice Blaze’s hands on her, gently washing away the blood until the water ran clear.
“Are you sure you want to be here?” Smoak asked when Blaze stopped and hugged her.
“I’m where I should be,” Blaze replied. 
Smoak turned and looked at the beautiful woman behind her. Blaze stood in the spray with her hair spilling around her, and Smoak saw her nude body for the first time. Her skin was perfect, porcelain like an antique doll. Her breasts were firm and bore small musical note tattoos that trailed onto her sides, hidden but always there, and her stomach was flat with just a hint of the muscles beneath.
Blaze blushed under Smoak’s gaze. “Do you like what you see?”
Smoak didn’t answer. She pulled Blaze beneath the warm shower and kissed her, parting her lips with her tongue and letting it explore. She loved the feeling of Blaze’s tongue piercing clicking on her teeth and briefly thought about getting her own done, so she could share the sensation, before she lost herself to the woman in her arms.
Blaze parted the kiss and nuzzled beneath Smoak’s chin, nipping and biting just hard enough. Smoak let her have her way before she took over again, teasing her nails over Blaze’s breasts and stomach, leaving light trails in her skin before sliding even further. Blaze gasped and parted her legs, leaning into Smoak, her lips finding the pulse in Smoak’s neck and sucking gently.
“Make me feel alive again, Kamryn,” she whispered.
Smoak kissed Blaze hard, her other hand holding her girl’s hair tight. When she parted the kiss, she grinned and licked her way down Blaze’s body, not stopping until she reached her beautiful core.
 


 
They lay in bed in a tangle of arms and legs for a long time, enjoying the glow of their lovemaking. The sun was a shadow on the wall when Smoak rolled over and looked into Blaze’s eyes. Blaze smiled and ran a soft hand over Smoak’s face, and she turned her head to kiss the redhead’s palm.
“Do you believe in love at first sight?” Smoak asked.
Blaze giggled and squirmed closer. “What, like Romeo and Juliette? That stuff doesn’t happen in real life.”
Smoak nodded and held Blaze’s hand, feeling her heart pounding in her chest.
“Are you sure?” she asked.
Blaze pulled Smoak’s hand to her and started kissing her fingers. “Positive.”
Smoak smiled and lay back, staring at the ceiling. She felt Blaze move, and suddenly, she was on top of her, a Cheshire Cat grin on her face.
“But I believe in love that grows since high school,” she said.
Smoak frowned and looked at the woman in her arms. “What do you mean?
“I remembered where I knew you from,” Blaze said. “I saw you on the football field in high school. You were a Varsity Sharks cheerleader, and your team was playing some kind of exhibition game against the Christian Academy.”
“You couldn’t have been there,” Smoak said. “You were just a kid.”
“I was a freshman, and you were a senior,” Blaze replied. “I was pushed a year ahead because the Academy was behind what I’d been learning before.”
Smoak smiled and kissed Blaze again. “I wish I had met you then.”
Blaze returned the kiss and laid her head on Smoak’s chest. “You did, Kam. I’m not surprised you forgot. I’d all but forgotten myself until Kiril called you Smoak last night.”
“I’m so sorry,” Smoak said. “I must have been a real bitch not to remember you.”
Blaze raised her head and smiled. “You were perfect, Kamryn. You saved my life.”
Smoak looked into Blaze’s eyes and remembered. She couldn’t believe she’d ever forgotten.
 


 
“Go Sharks!” Smoak yelled, shaking her pom-poms and bouncing on one foot. Her blue and black uniform was perfect and showed off her tanned legs in just the right way. The attention she got from the crowd was worth two hours with a stolen iron.
On the field, the Academy had the ball and was in a huddle discussing another play. Or something. Smoak really couldn’t care less. She was there for the cheering, and for Ashley, who’d made her join when they were freshman. For the most part, she hated football. It wasn’t fast or violent enough for her taste.
“The Sharks should have kicked their asses by now,” Ashley said from next to her.
Smoak turned and looked at her friend. If anyone was a perfect cheerleader, it was Ashley Higgins. The uniform fit her as if she was a full-grown woman, not a teen, and her smile could light up a hurricane. Yet, she was oblivious to the appreciation of the crowd.
“It’s an exhibition game,” Smoak said.
“So?”
“So we can’t just trounce them,” Smoak laughed. “We have to play nice, weren’t you paying attention last night?”
Ashley frowned. “Coach was talking too fast. I couldn’t understand all she said.”
Smoak kissed Ashley’s cheek, much to the delight of the crowd behind them. Ashley’s lip-reading was almost perfect, but fast-talkers and muttering still gave her trouble. 
“You can still ask me, Ash. It’s why I’m here.”
Ashley smiled and squeezed Smoak’s hand, then both went back to cheering the Sharks, who had recovered the ball and were preparing to score the final touchdown of the game. They watched as the quarterback leaned back and threw the ball like a rocket. It spiraled down the field and landed in the hands of a junior named Derek. He spun and pushed his way through two Academy players, knocking them aside like bowling pins. He ran to the end of the field and took a knee just outside of the end zone, letting time run out and ending the game with the Sharks only ahead by a field goal.
Smoak, Ashley, and the rest of the Varsity squad erupted in shrieks and yells, their cries drowning out the crowd’s shouts of confusion. Then the Sharks fans began to applaud, finally understanding Derek’s sportsmanship. The Academy team had less experience and a smaller squad. It wasn’t a fair game to start with, and destroying them wasn’t necessary.
It was another hour before the field cleared, and the cheerleaders could go home. They were not only the Varsity cheer squad, they were also the school’s ambassadors, and they stayed as long as there were fans in the stands. Once everyone else had gone home, Ashley and Smoak started walking toward a distant exit that was close to the Mustang. They were speaking in sign language, quietly mocking the antics of some of the seniors who had just played their last high school game. Which was why Smoak heard the cries. She paused and held out a hand to stop Ashley, who looked at her curiously.
“What’s up?” Ashley asked.
“I hear someone,” Smoak replied. “Get to the Mustang and lock the door.”
“Why? What’s going on?” 
Smoak looked at her friend. “I think someone’s in trouble, and I’m going to do something stupid. So please go get in the car.”
Ashley looked at Smoak and bit her lip. Smoak knew Ashley hated it when she did this, but knew better than to try to stop her. After a beat, Ashley nodded and jogged away, not looking back. 
Smoak watched long enough to know she would make it to the car before tossing aside her pom-poms and hurrying toward the stands. The game had been popular enough that it had been held in the municipal stadium. Unlike most high school fields, the municipal stadium was surrounded by concrete stands, with only a handful of tunnels leading to the concession stands and parking areas. 
The sound Smoak had heard came from one of the tunnels in the southwest corner. She paused at the end and glanced inside. With the sun in her face, it was hard to see if there was anyone lurking inside, but she could still hear the voices, two men and a girl who sounded terrified.
She stepped into the shadow and moved down the tunnel, her purple eyes searching for any hint of danger. She spotted the men in one of the side tunnels halfway down the corridor, and she stopped. The men were looming over a small red-haired girl who looked as if she would wet herself at any moment. The larger of the two, a swarthy man with his hair pulled into a ponytail, turned and looked at Smoak.
“Get going, kid,” he growled.
“What are you doing?” Smoak asked, walking forward. “The game is over, everyone is going home.”
The man let go of the girl and took a step toward Smoak. “None of your business, girl. Get out of here before you get hurt.”
Smoak ignored the man and looked at the girl. “Hey. My name is Smoak and everything is going to be okay, I promise.”
“It isn’t if she doesn’t tell us where her sister is,” the smaller man snarled. 
“She obviously doesn’t know, moron,” Smoak replied. “She’s scared to death, leave her alone.”
The large man pulled a knife from a sheath at the small of his back. “I’ve had about enough of you, big mouth. Leave now!”
“Why? Cause you have a knife you don’t know how to hold?” Smoak asked. “I’m not frightened of you.”
The man growled and slashed at Smoak, a wild attack that would have terrified a normal person. Smoak was hardly normal and had been staring down blades as long as she could remember. She dodged the clumsy strike and kicked out with her left leg. Her foot knocked the blade from the man’s fingers, and she spun into a sweep that knocked him to the floor. She picked up the knife and held it easily in her right hand.
“I told you I wasn’t frightened,” she said. “You and your friend should leave us alone.”
The smaller man let go of the girl and swung at Smoak. She blocked the blow with her forearm and frowned at him. 
“Who taught you to fight? Richard Simmons? I thought criminals were all badass.”
The man stepped back to shrug out of his shirt, displaying a tattooed chest. He tossed the garment aside and smiled at Smoak.
“Okay, kid, let’s see what you’ve got.”
He attacked, his blows clumsy but powerful. Smoak blocked all but the last one, which connected with her jaw and made lights dance behind her eyes. She backed away and spat out a gobbet of blood and flesh from the inside of her cheek.
“Not bad, old man,” she said. “You’re pretty tough against a cheerleader, huh?”
Smoak spun, her long leg flashing out in a kick that would one day shatter world records. The heel of her sneaker caught the man in the chin, making him sway and hold up an arm to defend himself. But Smoak was having none of it. Her second kick caught him in the stomach, and he fell into the wall, gagging on his lunch. The stolen blade gleamed in Smoak’s hand, and she stopped just short of putting it through the man’s neck. He gasped, blood rising at the top of his spine.
“I’m no cheerleader,” Smoak said. “Go away and never bother us again.”
“Yeah, sure, whatever you say” he said. “That kid isn’t worth this. Come on, Bruno.”
Smoak stepped back and watched the two men leave before dropping the knife and turning her attention to the younger girl crouching in the doorway.
“Are you okay?” Smoak asked, holding out her hand.
The girl took her hand and came out of the darkness. Smoak was amazed at how fiery the kid’s hair was.
“I’m okay,” the girl said. “They hadn’t really hurt me yet, just scared the bejesus out of me.”
“Good,” Smoak said. “What did they want, anyway?”
The girl shook her head. “I don’t know, they were looking for my sister, but she’s with a different Foster family. I don’t know where she is. Not really.”
“You should tell your family someone was looking for your sister,” Smoak said. “Just in case. But please don’t tell them about me, ‘kay?”
The girl nodded and Smoak turned toward the exit. “Come on, let’s bail, they might come back. Do you have a ride home?”
“I was going to take the bus, but I think I missed it by now. It’s okay, I can walk,” the girl replied. 
“You were on the Academy side,” Smoak said. “That’s a long walk, even if you take the cut. Want a ride? My Mustang is just on the other side of the wall.”
The girl smiled. “Sure, thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
“I’m Blaze,” the girl said after a few seconds. “What’s your name?” 
Smoak took her sunglasses out of her top and put them on. “My friends call me Smoak.”
“Smoak. That’s a cool name.”
 


 
“I bought you ice cream on the way home,” Smoak said.
“Cherry, my favorite. Then you and your girlfriend took me home, and I thought I would never see you again,” Blaze said. “But I never stopped thinking about you. You’ve changed a lot, though. I didn’t recognize you at first.”
Smoak raised a hand to her face. “My face got rearranged about a month after we met. They put it back together as best they could, but it will never look the same.”
Blaze smiled and kissed her way along Smoak’s jaw. “I wasn’t complaining, honey. You’re beautiful. You were pretty when you were in school, but you had a hard edge to your face. It’s softer now, not so angry.”
“My friends called it the ‘Bitch Face.’ I guess Gaia was trying to tell me something when they put me back together,” Smoak said with a smile. 
“Maybe she was telling you to relax,” Blaze said. “Not many people would have done what you did. I don’t know how many people walked past me that day, but it was a lot. You didn’t have to stop either, but you did. Maybe whatever happened was someone telling you to take a break.”
“I never took a break,” Smoak said. “I joined the service a few weeks later.”
“You’re already a hero, Kam. You don’t have to save the world.”
Smoak smiled and kissed Blaze softly. “I’m no hero, honey. I’m just always in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
“Maybe that’s what makes a hero. Being in the wrong place and not running,” Blaze replied.
“Maybe,” Smoak repeated. “I don’t know.”
Blaze frowned and rolled onto her side. After a while, she took Smoak’s hand.
“Can I ask you something?”
Smoak nodded. “Whatever you want.”
“The hair, the makeup, the nails, none of that is the girl I saw at the stadium that day. You had black nail polish and black stripes in your hair. You looked like the sort of girl who would be thrashing at a metal concert and breaking heads, not hanging upside down on a pole. The only thing about you that’s the same are the sunglasses and the attitude. I understand what happened to your face, but why the rest?”
Smoak paused, debating whether she should tell Blaze the truth. But she wasn’t sure she could handle telling Blaze and having the woman tell her to get out.
“I spent several years overseas,” Smoak said. “No makeup, no hair stylist, just a lot of mud, blood and sand. When I got home, I decided I needed something different. And here I am.”
It was partially true. When she’d gotten home, she had opted for a change, but only partially because she wanted to. It was also to hide who she really was. Working in the shadows and skirting the edge of the law was far easier if no one knew who she was. Her tattoo wasn’t that uncommon, they had two other girls with similar ones at Lollipops alone.
Blaze pursed her lips. “So this mane of beach blonde hair, these stripper-length nails and a job as a dancer is just ‘cause you wanted a change after Iraq? Isn’t that a little extreme?”
Smoak kissed Blaze’s pert lips. “Not if you’d spent all that time being one of the guys. It’s nice to have someone take care of my hair and hands, and I can use a little pampering. In a couple years, I’m sure I’ll cut my hair shorter and get rid of the nails, but for now, it works. Does it matter how I look?”
“As long as you’re happy, you can dye your hair pink and wear finger-puppets for all I care,” Blaze said. “I’m content to have you any way I can.”
Telling Blaze the truth was becoming a necessity, but she’d rather face a room full of enemy mercenaries than take a chance on losing this beautiful person. She was certain that Blaze was the one. 
Smoak held her tight and stared at the ceiling, happy and terrified at the same time.



 


 
 
 
 
Ashley spent the afternoon digging through personal records and photographs, trying to find a physical match for Frulov at any of the places he frequented. She found a potential match in the least likely of places.
You’ve got to be kidding me, she thought.
“I think I found something, Rock,” she said. “It looks like Frulov’s doppelganger may have been the owner of B-52 across town. A man named George Green, nickname Geordi G.”
Rock straightened up in his seat. “B-52, that place made out of an old military hut?”
“The same,” Ashley said. “He owned several other clubs around town as well as Goldfinger’s over in Fort Lauderdale. That can’t be a coincidence.”
“I agree, Miss,” Rock said. “What do you want to do?”
“Let’s go check out the club,” Ashley replied. “Maybe, for once, we’ll get lucky.”
“It’s getting late, Miss, should we call Miss Kamryn?” Rock asked.
Ashley shook her head. “Let her rest, we’re just going to go poke around.”
Rock stared at her in the rearview mirror for a beat, started the Evade, turned around on the beach and headed back into the city.
B-52 sat nestled in the middle of a large lot within walking distance of Miami City Center. Sometime in the 80s, a developer had gotten the idea of moving an old Quonset hut from a World War II airfield south of the city and plonking it down in the middle of Miami, turning it into a nightclub in the process. The result was the still-popular B-52, sold three times since opening, each time to another lowlife for a large profit. The club’s location made it the ideal spot to woo local politicians, and the underworld couldn’t wait to get their hands on it.
The Evade was parked across the street from the club, a beast among kittens. Ashley watched several groups of men and women pass through the door, no doubt taking advantage of the club’s early happy hour.
She went through her backpack and chose a few choice items, then tossed it aside and smiled at Rock.
“I’m going to go poke around,” she said. “See you in a few.”
“Try not to get caught this time, Miss. My heart can’t take it,” Rock replied.
“No promises, big guy, but I’ll try.”
Happy hour always started early at B-52, and as usual, a medium-sized crowd had gathered in the bar area, listening to soft jazz and enjoying two for one cocktails. The dance floor was empty, except for a janitor pushing a dust mop around the surface.
Ashley took a stool at the bar where she could see most of the other patrons and ordered a glass of grape club soda. When it arrived, she showed the barman the photograph of Green.
“Have you seen this man?” she asked.
“What, old Geordi?” The barman asked. “He doesn’t get down here often. Usually not more than twice a year.
He paused and looked thoughtful. You know, now that you mention it, he did stop in a few days ago. A check up, he said.”
Ashley put her phone away. “This might sound strange, but did he seem like himself when you saw him?”
“I couldn’t say, I don’t talk to him. You would have to ask Billi, the manager.”
“Where can I find him?” Ashley asked.
The bartender smiled. “Her. She’s probably in her office. Take the employees door on the other side of the dance floor and tell her Kevin sent you.”
Ashley smiled and picked up her glass. “Thanks, Kevin, I appreciate your help.”
A single, bare bulb glowed in a fixture hanging from the distant ceiling, and the back room smelled of mildew. Not uncommon in south Florida, but not something you expected to find in a popular downtown club. Ashley wrinkled her nose at the scent and knocked on the manager’s door. After the second knock, a short, plump woman opened the door. She was wearing a cream-colored blouse and a pair of pants that did nothing for her figure or her scarred left arm.
“I said come in, are you deaf?” the woman asked.
“Yes,” Ashley replied. “Do you have a moment?”
The woman paused, staring at Ashley’s face. “You’re really deaf?”
“Do you really have one arm?” Ashley asked.
The woman pursed her lips before her face cracked into a smile. “I like you. I guess Kev sent you back, yeah? What can I do for you?”
“The owner, Geordi, have you seen him recently?” Ashley asked.
Billi shrugged and moved to settle her bulk behind the desk. “Yeah, he was here a couple days ago, why?”
“Dumb question, but did he seem like himself? Did you notice anything different about him? An accent or anything?” 
Billie shook a cigarette free from the pack on her desk and lit it with a battered Zippo. She blew a stream of smoke and nodded. “Since you bring it up, yes, he was a bit off. He didn’t talk much.”
“Didn’t talk much? What does that mean?” Ashley asked.
“Normally, Geordi is the sort of man who will talk your ear off over nothing. When he came in this past week, his lackey, a new guy named Valerian, did most of the talking and all he talked about was business.”
“Valerian, are you sure?” Ashley asked.
Billi smiled. “That isn’t the kind of name you forget, dove. He was a huge man with more tattoos than I have ever seen on one skin, and he hovered over Geordi like a mother hen.” She paused and looked at Ashley. “Does that name mean something to you?”
“It does,” Ashley said. “Do you have any idea where Geordi or Valerian may be?”
“We don’t have the same social circles,” Billi answered, the cigarette wobbling between her worm-like lips. “But I’ve got his business card.” She rifled through an antique rolodex on her desk and plucked out a slip of plastic. “Here you go.”
Ashley picked up the card. Geordi’s name, phone number and address in a downtown high-rise was emblazoned across the front. She slipped it into her pocket and nodded at Billi.
“Thank you for your help.”
She turned to leave, but was stopped by Billi’s thrown cigarette.
Ashley slapped the hot ember off her shirt and turned in annoyance.
“You don’t get off that easy, dove,” Billi said. “Information ain’t free. Where did you serve?”
“What?” Ashley asked..
“I know one when I see one, dove,” Billi said. “How do you think I lost my arm? Where did you serve, Iraq?”
“Among others,” Ashley said. “Iraq, Afghanistan, the Philippines, Burma…”
“I didn’t figure you for Spec Ops, but I’m not surprised. I heard the scuttlebutt about an all-female outfit, same as everyone else. Is that how you lost your hearing?” Billi asked.
Ashley shook her head and hurried away.
 


 
The address Billi had given Ashley belonged to a large corporate building in Miami City center, not all that far from B-52. The thirty-five story building loomed over the city like a chrome monolith and made Ashley feel as if she was being threatened by a gigantic electric razor.
She and Rock sat at an outdoor café down the street, watching the comings and goings on the building’s rear dock and enjoying an early supper of sandwiches and coffee. Two container trucks had arrived while they were watching, and Rock declared that both were empty. The trucks were riding too high to be fully loaded, and the containers rocked slightly when the trucks went over speed bumps.
Ashley had taken that as her cue to crack into the building’s main server and find out if there were any manufacturing facilities in the building. There were none. In fact, a large portion of the building was empty due to economic losses. Geordi Greene’s business took up the thirtieth and thirty-first floors, and the owners of the tower occupied the top four, though it didn’t look like more than a handful of their people were in the building at any one time. The rest of the building was empty.
So what did they need two shipping containers for?
It didn’t take Ashley long to get the container numbers and run them through the system. Both had been rented that morning from a local shipping company. Before that, the containers had sat empty in a warehouse lot, rusting in the sea air.
“I have a bad feeling about this, Miss Ashley,” Rock said.
Ashley took a bite out of her pickle and frowned. “Yeah, me too. We pushed Igor into a corner, and he’s using Geordi to finish his business and blow town. I’d bet anything he’s taking Rayne and the other girls somewhere in those containers.
“What are you going to do?” Rock asked.
“I have no idea,” Ashley replied. “I count at least ten men around those containers, and I’m betting the bulges under their jackets are MP7s or micro-Uzis. Taking them out isn’t going to be easy. Or quiet.”
“What about the cops?” Rock asked. “They can stop them, and we can go home.”
“What do I tell them? That I think a local businessman with only minor criminal infractions is part of the skin trade? They’ll think I’m nuts,” Ashley said. “Besides, we started this, we’re going to finish it and get Rayne back to her sister.”
“Can you break in like you did at his practice, then?” Rock inquired.
Ashley brought up the building’s security system on her tablet. It was far more sophisticated than what she had encountered downtown. Given enough time, she could shut it down, but the adaptive algorithm they were using would take time to crack and would likely reset the password once her presence was detected, making her exit complicated. But fun.
“It will take time,” she said, popping her knuckles.
“I’m not sure how much time we have left,” Rock said.
Ashley followed Rock’s gaze and sighed. The two trucks had backed up to the loading doors, concealing what was going on inside. But whatever was happening, it was happening soon.
“He’s getting ready to bug out,” she said.
She gathered her equipment and ran to the Evade where she had left her pack. A few seconds later, she was buckling on her knife and Beretta. Rock joined her, and she looked up at his disapproving frown.
“What?” she asked.
“Where are you going? You already said taking those guards head on was risky,” Rock said.
“I’m not taking them on,” Ashley said. “I don’t even think Smoak is good enough to fight that many at once.”
Rock folded his arms. “Then what are you doing?”
“I’m going to sneak in there and see what’s going on,” Ashley replied. “Call Smoakie and tell her to get her butt down here right now.”
“Why not wait for her?” 
Ashley blew hair out of her face in exasperation. “Not this again, Rock.”
“Miss Ashley, going in there is too dangerous.”
“This is what I do, Rock,” Ashley said. “I don’t sit behind a desk, I don’t teach ASL. I learned, long ago, that the world had other plans for me. I’m not sidelining and leaving this to Smoak, so just let it go.”
She didn’t wait for Rock to answer. She turned away and started across the road. Over her shoulder she yelled, “Call Smoak.”
There was a shorter building next to Geordi’s tower, and a low concrete wall that gave anyone using the lawn the illusion of privacy separated the two structures. Anyone on either lawn was clearly visible to anyone above, but not to people on the first floor. 
Ashley skirted the wall and used it to hide herself from the guards around the trucks until she was well into the night shadow of the tower. She then hopped over the wall and landed behind a dumpster with a decent view of the docks. The nearest truck was swaying slightly as cargo was loaded, and she could see people moving in the gap between the loading ramp and the door. Lots of people with bare legs and feet.
She sucked her lower lip and wondered what to do. There was no way she could get that many people out without being seen and taking out a dozen men with just her pistol was also doubtful. If she’d had a sniper or assault rifle with her, it would have been another matter entirely.
She continued to watch the trucks, sweat trickling down her spine in the warm summer evening. Finally, she saw her chance—a gap in the guard’s pattern. She ran, hoping she was as quiet as she felt. She ducked under the trailer and grabbed a hold of the locking structure beneath. A little wiggling and she was wedged between the spare tire and the frame, out of sight unless someone crawled under the truck and looked.
Ashley lay there in the gloom, her senses stretched to the limit. In the dark, she could see only shadows and her fingers were almost overwhelmed at the number of vibrations coming from the floor above her. There were dozens of people sitting on the floor, frightened and even more nervous than she was. She wished she could let them know they weren’t alone, that someone was trying to free them. The best she could do was send positive thoughts and hold on until she had a chance to do something.
What seemed like hours later, she felt the truck jerk into motion, moving at a low speed out onto the street. Once it turned the corner, she could see the pavement moving by quicker as they headed toward the highway. Then there was another strong jerk, and she was knocked from her perch to hang onto the frame with one hand, her boot heels bouncing on the pavement beneath her. She struggled to raise her legs back into place, but in the darkness, with all the bouncing, she couldn’t see where the tire hung.
Cursing, she let herself be dragged hand over hand to the back of the truck where she could rest her legs on the rear axle. But as she dangled there, she could feel her arms weakening and knew it was only a temporary measure. If she could even hold on until they reached their destination, her arms would be too weak to fight when she got there. She needed to move and it had to be soon.
She’d spent nearly an hour looking at the trucks and could still see them in her mind’s eye. Both of them had ladders built into the side near the doors, complete with handrails. Considering the next best thing to being inside was probably on top, Ashley pulled herself to the side of the container and looked up. Far above, she could see the clouds and a sliver of moon. It would be full dark soon, making the climb even more dangerous.
She could also see the ladder handrail above her, and she reached for it with one hand. Her fingers brushed it on the second try, and she realized it was going to be an all or nothing maneuver. Either she had to grab the rail, or she was going under the wheel just a few inches away from her feet. She took a deep breath and swung, letting go with her right hand and reaching with her left. Her hand closed on the rail, and she was hanging again, dragging behind the truck, so close to the wheel that she could feel it’s pull on her foot. She focused everything on the hand that was keeping her from a close encounter with the pavement and reached with her right. Her right hand seized the rail, and she started to pull, reaching the top to flop onto the roof like a beached whale.
Ashley lay there for several seconds, watching the sky go by and breathing, grateful she hadn’t been pancaked beneath the wheels. When her hands stopped trembling, she rolled and started to crawl toward the front of the truck. Ahead, she could see that they were on the highway heading north with the other trailer some distance ahead.
She was almost to the front when she saw a hand come up over the edge of the container, followed by a man’s head, and then the rest of him. He was a burly fellow with black hair that whipped around him in the wind and a scar that traveled up his face and made him look as if he was smiling. He approached, one step at time, a piece of chain gripped in his left hand.
Ashley stood and drew her KA BAR knife. She didn’t move as she let her legs become accustomed to the swaying of the truck beneath her and her eyes get used to the stinging salt wind that threatened to blow her off the truck at any moment.
The man moved closer and swung his chain in a roundhouse motion. Ashley ducked under the chain and stepped forward, her blade reaching for the man’s midsection. He jumped backwards and swung again. The chain missed Ashley’s leg by millimeters and threw up sparks by her foot. She stepped on it and swung the knife again. The blade sliced across the man’s stomach leaving a light cut in his flesh that made him grimace in annoyance. He yanked on the chain and pulled it from beneath Ashley, making her sway and dance backwards to regain her balance.
The pair fought atop the truck for several minutes. Geordi’s guard had the upper hand in reach and strength, and he was pushing Ashley slowly back toward the rear of the truck. As he moved closer, Ashley rolled forward and pushed with her hands lashing out with both feet. The maneuver caught the man off guard, and he fell backwards onto the truck’s upper rail. Ashley fell on top of him, her knife searching for his neck. He caught her wrist and smiled, showing gold teeth.
“They sent a woman. Never send a woman,” he sneered.
The man squeezed and Ashley felt the bones in her wrist rubbing together, a painful, grating sensation that made her fingers go numb. She let go of the knife and watched it tumble over the side to disappear behind the truck.
“That was my favorite knife, you Russian fuck!” she yelled.
With her free hand, she grabbed the guard’s chain and yanked. It slid out of his grip, and she wrapped the open loop around his throat. He instinctively let go of her to grab the chain, and she used both hands to pull.
The guard’s face reddened, and he struggled beneath her, his body bucking and trying to throw her off. With superhuman effort, he pulled the chain free and twisted his torso, pushing Ashley off the side of the truck. She caught the upper rail with one hand and hung on, her body flapping against the side like an old rag. When she looked up, she could see the man looming above her, his foot over her fingers. 
“It was a good fight, for a woman,” he said. “Goodbye, woman.”
“Goodbye, moron,” Ashley replied.
She drew her Beretta and fired. Her single shot punctured the guard’s right eye and exited through his skull. He disappeared from her view, and she felt certain he had fallen off the other side.
She holstered her pistol and tried to pull herself up again, but her arms were spent. She was wondering how long she could hold on when she felt something on her leg. She looked down and saw the Evade with Rock leaning out the window. She smiled and pushed off the side of the truck to land on top of the utility vehicle. The impact knocked the wind out of her and she rolled, ending up spread eagle and gasping for breath between the racks. A second later Smoak rode past, bent low over the handlebars of her bike. 
“You’re late!” she yelled at her friend.
 


 
Smoak arrived downtown as the sun was creeping beneath the horizon, throwing its final rays onto the city and letting twilight settle over the buildings below. She pulled up next to Rock and lowered her sunglasses.
“Where is Ash?” she asked.
Rock ran a hand through his hair. “She didn’t really say.”
“What the hell does that mean, Rocky?” 
He shrugged and pointed at the tower. “She went in there. She thinks that Frulov is moving the last of his women and bugging out tonight.”
Smoak turned her head and looked at the squad of men surrounding the trucks. They weren’t thugs. They were trained. and she spotted at least two Spetznaz Vympel tattoos in the mix. Special forces.
“When did she go in?” she asked.
“Ten, maybe twenty minutes ago,” Rock replied. “I haven’t heard any shooting, so whatever she is doing. she’s doing it in the shadows.”
“Fuck.”
She took her glasses off and stowed them inside the jacket she’d borrowed from Blaze.
“Now you know how she feels,” Rock said.
Smoak looked back at him, her purple eyes dead. He took a step back and raised his hands as if placating an angry lioness. 
“Sorry,” he said.
Smoak turned to survey the guards again. They didn’t appear to be agitated or aware that Ashley was out there somewhere, which meant she was still lurking in the shadows.
Motion caught her attention, and she spotted something only she was looking for: a pair of legs vanishing beneath one of the trailers.
“She’s okay,” Smoak said.
“How do you know?” Rock asked.
“I saw her. Get ready to move and try to keep up.” 
She started her bike and swapped her sunglasses for her driving glasses to give her something to do while she waited. It wasn’t long. The first of the trucks rumbled past, then the other, both heading for the highway. She followed, her eyes on the trailer and the woman she hoped was still safely tucked underneath.
They passed through city center and accelerated onto I-95, heading in a northern direction. A veritable crater caused by recent road construction appeared at the end of the ramp, and as the truck went over, she saw Ashley almost fall from her precarious perch.
“Hold on, Ash!” she yelled.
Smoak twisted the throttle and the bike shot forward with a roar, almost hitting a black Cadillac that suddenly cut in front of her. She swerved and almost dumped the bike onto the pavement, a curse spilling from her lips. She righted the bike and accelerated again. Ahead of her was the Cadillac SUV, blocking her view of the truck. As she watched, the Cadillac’s sunroof opened, and she saw a man with an automatic rifle step up, the weapon aimed at something in front of him.
Smoak gritted her teeth and accelerated, her other hand drawing one of her knives from beneath her jacket. She passed the SUV on the right and smashed the blade into the passenger window, shattering it in a spray of broken glass and shredded tint. The rifleman spun and fired, missing her and blowing chunks the size of her fist out of the pavement. Smoak swerved away from the gunfire and tapped the brakes, trying to stay out of the gunman’s sights. More pavement exploded in front of her, and she felt pieces bounce off the bike. She swerved again and pulled behind the truck, her mind working furiously. Sooner or later, the thug with the AK-12 was going to hit something other than tarmac, either her or Ashley. She needed to do something.
She scanned the highway ahead, but there was nothing but a little traffic, seemingly oblivious to what was going on in the middle of the highway.
She wedged her knife in the rack behind her and let a handful of needle-like caltrops fall from her belt into her hand. As she accelerated around the vehicle, she rolled the needles in her hand like dice. The motion caused them to spring open into angry, diamond-tipped pyramids and she dropped them in front of the SUV’s front tires. A beat later, the truck’s tire blew, making it spin out of control into a guardrail.
She pushed her glasses back up her nose and looked ahead. In the commotion, Rock had rescued Ashley, and the Evade was pulling off to the side. Smoak breathed with relief and twisted the throttle, again chasing down the fleeing tractor-trailer.
When she reached the cab, she paused. It was an old six wheel Peterbilt with two hydraulic lines in the back and an exposed exterior air-cleaner. Ordinarily, she would just cut the brake lines or toss a handful of caltrops under the wheels, but anything like that was likely to cause an accident. If the container rolled, the people inside would end up a few thousand pounds of human pâté. 
She was staring at the truck wondering how to stop it safely when the passenger window rolled down and the barrel of an AK-12 nosed out, spouting flame and leaden death. Bullets punctured the bike’s tank, covering her legs in gas and making the V-twin cough beneath her. 
Without hesitation, Smoak stood on the foot-pegs and stepped from her treasured bike onto the tractor’s sideboard. The bike wobbled behind her and crashed to the pavement, sliding beneath the trailer’s wheels where it was pounded into so much scrap metal.
You’re going to pay for that, Igor, she thought.
She reached up and pulled the door handle. The passenger leaned into the gap, his rifle at the ready. He wasn’t prepared for the knife that sliced through his fingers and into his thigh. The AK-12 fell to the ground, along with two of his fingers, and he howled in pain, clutching at his hand. Smoak grabbed him by the shirt and tugged. He tried to catch himself with his bloodied hand, but the dripping claret made his hand slippery, and he fell from the cab.
Smoak didn’t wait to see him get run over. She was already in the truck. She looked at the driver and held up the blood-covered blade.
“Stop the truck.”
The driver looked her and sucked on the Russian cigarette that was clenched between his teeth.
“You can’t kill me,” he said in a cloud of smoke. “I’m driving. One twitch and we’re going into the wall. I have the upper hand.”
Smoak took her glasses off and set them on the dash. She then stabbed the driver through the thigh and grabbed him by the head. In a flood of anger, she slammed his face repeatedly into the steering wheel making the horn blow with every word she yelled.
“No. You. Don’t.”
He sagged in his seat and Smoak reached over him to open the door. He realized what she was doing and sat up, one hand reaching for her throat. She lowered her chin and bit his hand, tearing a gobbet of flesh from the soft meat between his thumb and forefinger. He howled in pain, but kept struggling, and his nails tore a ragged line in her face. 
Smoak turned her face away and hit him in the throat with her elbow. The driver gagged and she pulled herself up on an overhead grab-handle. With it as leverage, she kicked as hard as she could. By the fourth impact, his face was pulp, but still, he hung on. He smiled showing broken teeth and turned the wheel. Smoak felt the truck swerve violently, and she grabbed the wheel herself. There was a jarring impact, then another, and the truck slid to a stop wedged between a small foreign car and the guardrail.
“How many do you think died, Pizda?” he said when the truck had settled.
Smoak pulled her knife out of his thigh and rammed it through his jaw. “At least one.”



 


 
 
 
 
It took some time for Smoak to extricate herself from the smashed cab of the Peterbilt. By the time she did, the second truck was long gone, lost in the flow of traffic somewhere ahead.
She dropped onto the pavement and ran alongside the trailer, ignoring the calls from nearby cars asking if she was okay. It didn’t look as bad as she’d thought. There was little damage to the cargo container at all. From the looks of things, the cab and guardrail had absorbed most of the impact, leaving the container safe and sound. With any luck, the victims had suffered nothing more than a few bumps and bruises.
She reached the back of the truck and heaved at the bar that held the door shut. It came open with a whine of metal grating on metal and a puff of rust. She let it swing wide to reveal the yawning blackness of the container. At first, she couldn’t see anything, but then faces started to appear in the gloom. Dirty, frightened, uninjured faces.
Smoak did her best to smile. “My name is Smoak. You’re going to be okay. Everything is going to be okay.”
 


 
Fifteen minutes later, the police and ambulances were on their way and everyone had been let off the truck to stand in the fresh air for the first time in days. No one had suffered anything worse than a sprain in the accident. The drugs in their system had kept them from tensing at the first impact, and they had just ridden it out like a jumble of old dolls. They were shaken and bruised, but far better off than they could have been.
Rock had gathered everyone in a safe place in the shadow of the truck and was taking names, but Smoak could already see that Rayne wasn’t among them. She had the same hair as Blaze and would have been visible at fifty feet.
“What now?”
Ashley dabbed at the wound on Smoak’s face with an antiseptic pad.
Smoak winced and pulled away. “That hurts, Ash. Can you track the other truck?”
“Hold still,” Ashley said. “I don’t know if I can track it, it isn’t exactly a legal cargo.”
Smoak frowned, but let Ashley finish her work. “Don’t they need a password or something to get onto the dock and drop off the container?”
Ashley smiled. “That’s funny. No, SK, they don’t need a password. They probably only need a pocket full of those coins you carry around, but I’ll try.”
“Fine. Do what you can. I’m going to borrow a vehicle and go after them, have Rock call me when you have something,” Smoak said.
She slid off the hood of the Evade and climbed over the wrecked truck to where a handful of volunteers had parked. Most of them had left the keys in their vehicles while they helped Rock with the accident scene. With a twinge of guilt, she climbed into a late model Ford pickup and roared off. She didn’t have time to waste asking nicely. The container was getting further away by the minute and Rayne along with it.
Less than a mile later, she had to make a decision. Ahead the highway intersected with the A1-A Expressway. The A1 direction would lead toward the docks and international shipping. The highway would leave upstate and eventually lead to Georgia and the rest of the country. Either option was just as viable and ruthless. However, on a truck, the captives would be more likely to be seen or heard on a journey. Whereas, on a ship with minimal crew, a handful of trained men could keep them under wraps with little difficulty.
With no word from Ashley, Smoak turned on the A1 and headed for the docks, hoping her talent for being where she was needed wouldn’t fail her. She was accelerating down the ramp toward the 395 bypass when Rock called. She flipped the phone open and stuck it partway into her shirt. 
“What have you got, Rocky? Tell me these guys are going to a ship at Port Miami.”
“They are,” Rock replied. “Miss Ashley broke into the highway cameras and found that they are heading into the port right now. She also found a manifest for a cargo ship bound for Mexico that is being held for two containers. It’s the only ship in port that still has cargo room.”
“Where?” Smoak asked, pushing the Ford’s V8 as hard as she could.
There was a pause and she could hear Rock asking Ashley. He came back on a moment later.
“The cargo ships are at the south end of the docks. The one you are looking for is named Stralsund K. As far as Miss Ashley can tell from the photographs, it looks just like all the other cargo ships in port. Blue-black and rust colored.”
“Do the words ‘needle in a haystack’ mean anything to you? Keep digging,” Smoak said.
She closed the phone and guided the Ford at breakneck speed down the port’s main road until she could see the guard station at the end. She felt in her jacket for her military identification and remembered she was wearing Blaze’s jacket, not her own.
Great time to be wearing your girlfriend’s clothes, she thought.
She stopped at the gate and rolled down the pickup’s window. A younger man in a grey uniform stepped out, clipboard in hand.
“Can I help you, Miss?” he asked.
“Did a tractor-trailer with a red container on the back just come through here?” Smoak asked.
“Yes, about fifteen minutes ago,” the guard replied. “A lightweight transport, why?”
“Great, which way?”
“It was heading toward the south end of the port, it’s the last delivery for the night,” the guard stated.
“It’s going to a ship called Stralsund K. Which way did it go? I’m in a rush.” 
“South and west. Stralsund is the last container ship on cargo row, but—”
“Thanks. You might want to duck and call the cops,” Smoak said.
She said a silent apology to the truck’s owner and tromped the accelerator. The big truck crashed through the wooden barrier and accelerated under her hand, drifting easily around the corner toward the Foreign Trade Zone. 
She rounded another corner toward Cargo Row and slammed on the brakes, causing the truck to fishtail. Just ahead, a yellow freight moved, trundling along at a reasonable twenty miles per hour and entirely blocking the road. Smoak swerved to the left and raced the truck along a narrow lane made by cargo containers waiting to be cleared and loaded. At the far end, she jumped the curb and swerved to the right, narrowly avoiding a heavy load forklift. The echo of its tiny horn followed her down the next lane, and she couldn’t help but smile. The thing had outweighed the truck two to one and still it had a horn like an Italian scooter.
When she cleared the last cargo container, she entered a large storage lot awaiting the next load. Containers would be offloaded and placed there until they cleared customs. On the far side, she could see the Stralsund K, fully loaded with all manner of shipping containers. At two-hundred and fifty meters, she was small for a cargo ship and painted a dark blue that was fading to rust around the bow and waterline. On the dock, a large crane was lifting the red container under the watchful eye of half a dozen Russian gun thugs. Another crane sat idle, and Smoak could see someone cradling a high caliber rifle, leaning over the edge, the barrel trained on the container.
Smoak chewed on her lip and thought. She had her knives, a dozen caltrops and enough tranquilizers to drop an angry Rhino. Not much help against a dozen trained, heavily armed men. She also had enough C4 to open a few steel doors or make a small explosion.
“I’m sorry dude, I owe you a truck,” she said.
It took her a few minutes to feed a wad of detonation into the gas tank. She stuck the explosive to the side of the tank and put in a three-minute timer. The C4 would vaporize the gas and the det-cord would ignite it, creating an attention-grabbing fireball.
When she was through, she said a silent prayer to Gaia, got into the truck and accelerated toward the men. When she was up to speed, she set the cruise control and bailed out behind a storage shed. She rolled when she hit the ground and was up and running through the shadows toward the loading crane. She was halfway up the ladder when she heard the first gunshots. She looked toward the ship and saw Igor’s gun thugs opening up with their MP7s. The high-velocity rounds were turning the pickup into Swiss cheese. Better the truck than her.
She kept climbing, counting the seconds. Another fifteen passed before the truck exploded into a fireball and a shower of sparks that would have been visible to the cruise ships on the opposite side of the dock. The detonation had turned the truck into shrapnel and killed most of Igor’s men. The handful that were left wouldn’t be doing any shooting for a very long time.
Smoak reached the top of the ladder and pulled open the door to the crane. Inside, the driver was staring at the explosion, his mouth hanging open. He looked at Smoak, and she held up one blood-encrusted blade.
“Get out.”
The driver nodded and climbed out of his seat without a word. Smoak watched him vanish down the ladder and slid into his seat. She’d learned to operate a similar crane in the Philippines. It had been a few years since Parang, but the controls felt familiar under her hands. She raised the container and began turning the crane, hoping to get it away before anyone realized what was happening.
The container moved slowly. Cranes are known for their lifting ability, not speed. Second after painful second ticked by while she watched the container dangle perilously over the distant concrete. At any moment, more of Igor’s men would arrive, and she felt certain they would start shooting. The only question was if they would risk damaging what was left of a multimillion-dollar cargo or not. She was hoping not.
She was still counting the seconds when the window beside her exploded, peppering her with shards of glass. She ducked as low as she could and looked out at the other crane. The over-watch sniper had spotted her, and she could see the dock lights reflected in his scope.
“Couldn’t you have waited five more minutes?” she groused.
She was nothing but a big shiny target inside the crane. Worse, even if she managed to get the container to the ground, the sniper could pick them off one by one. She had to do something, but every plan seemed suicidal at best.
She ducked another bullet and pulled off her bracelet made from the military-grade cord she’d grown to love while in the service. Though bloody useless for regular use, the thin nylon had saved her butt in emergencies dozens of times, including sealing a wound that would have otherwise killed her.
She unwound the bracelet and used her knife to cut a piece from the fifty-foot rope. She wrapped the cord around the swivel control and tied it off, ensuring the crane would continue to swivel slowly when she let go. She then climbed out of the crane and started up the access ladder that ran the length of the swing arm. More shots pinged off the steel, but she kept climbing. The crane and its motion were the best cover she was going to get.
She reached the top, none the worse for wear, and looked down at the container twenty-five feet below.
Gaia, I hate heights, she thought.
The container would swing within jumping distance of the sniper in just a few more seconds. She didn’t have time to think about falling or anything else. She pulled off Blaze’s jacket and wrapped it around the main support cable.
“Sorry, honey,” she said. “I’ll buy you a new one.”
She let go of the crane and slid down the cable, the thick jacket protecting her hands. She landed at the bottom and rolled, almost falling off the far side. She caught herself on the upper rail and pulled herself up to lie on the cool metal. She wanted nothing more but to lie there and catch her breath, but a still target was a dead target. She rolled to the side and another bullet buried itself in the steel where her head had been. 
Smoak rolled to her feet and ran the length of the container, her eyes on the sniper ahead of her. When she reached the end, she jumped, flying into the yellow-tinted darkness like a death angel. Another bullet tore through her shirt, she could feel the heat of its passage on her skin, but all her concentration was focused on the railing ahead of her. Her hands wrapped around the heavy-gauge steel, and she swung, bringing her legs around in a kick that sent the sniper flying backwards, where he fell in a heap at the edge of the catwalk. She landed in front of him and kicked the Russian rifle out of his hands.
“You’re out of business, Igor,” she said.
She watched Frulov dust himself off and stand with as much dignity has he could with a broken nose and missing teeth. He raised his head to look at Smoak and his eyes widened.
“You…” he breathed.
“Surprise,” Smoak said.
“You cost me thirty million dollars. Why?”
Smoak laughed and shook her head. “That should be obvious even to a bottom-feeding slug like you. Get on your knees and lace your fingers behind your head.”
Frulov bent over and started coughing, spitting blood on the blue-painted metal at their feet. Smoak was watching him, but he still caught her by surprise when he rose with a small derringer clasped in his hand.
“Surprise, bitch,” he said, mimicking her.
Smoak shrugged, her eyes on Frulov’s. “Really? Give it up, Frulov. The cops are on their way, your cargo is gone and, soon, the whole world is going to know you are still alive. There’s no place you can hide, and prison is better than death.”
Frulov spat out another broken tooth and smiled.
“I’m not going to prison, girl. Most of my money is safely tucked away in accounts the police cannot touch. After I put a bullet through your brain, I will escape onto that ship where your Miami cops cannot follow. I’m untouchable.”
“Why can’t the police follow?” Smoak asked. Anything to keep Frulov talking.
“The captain is carrying a diplomatic pouch and is an old friend of mine,” Frulov replied. “The whole ship has immunity from search and seizure until that pouch is delivered.”
“You’ve been watching too many movies, Igor,” Smoak replied. “That shit doesn’t happen in real life. One way or the other, you’re going down. Last chance, put that toy away.”
She watched Frulov’s eyes and saw doubt flicker across them. He wavered and glanced at the pistol as if wondering if he should pull the trigger or not, that split second was all Smoak needed. She grabbed his hand and spun, putting his weapon in front of her and her elbow into his throat. He choked on his own voice box and the gun went off, discharging harmlessly into the night. Smoak let go and spun again, this time leading with her fist. The impact pitched Frulov over the railing, and he fell headfirst into the concrete below. He didn’t even have time to scream.
Smoak sagged against the crane and ran a hand through her hair. Below, she could see the red and blue lights of the Miami police, complete with the special response team. They were swarming the still-burning pickup and the crane beside her. It wouldn’t be long before Chandler showed up to take credit for everything, while denying any direct involvement. It was a talent he had.
She would have to vanish into the shadows soon, but for now, all she wanted was a rest. And a cigarette. It had been one of those days.
 



 


 
 
 
 
All together, thirty-nine women and sixteen children had been rescued from the two containers. Rayne had been found, and though she had been severely beaten and drugged into oblivion, she was recovering at the University of Miami Hospital. Ashley had contacted Blaze just after two in the morning to let her know that Rayne had been found and the case was closed. Blaze had slept fitfully in the spare bed next to her sister, and she was still there when Smoak entered late the next morning.
Smoak smiled at the sleeping woman and set one of the bouquets she was carrying on the table next to her. She placed the second one next to Rayne, who was still sleeping off the naloxone and her ordeal, and leaned over to kiss Blaze on the forehead. Blaze opened her eyes and smiled a lazy smile.
“Good morning,” Smoak said. “How are you feeling?”
Blaze smiled and sat up, rubbing sleep from her eyes. “Hey, you. I’m doing okay. Rayne has been through a lot, but the doctors say she’s going to be fine, it will just take time.”
She looked at Smoak and frowned. “What happened to your face?”
Smoak touched the scratch on her jaw and smiled. “Overenthusiastic asshole. He won’t be bothering anyone again. Ever.”
Blaze kissed Smoak’s jaw and lips. Smoak sighed into her girl’s mouth and pulled her close.
“Thank you,” Blaze said when she parted the kiss.
“For what?” Smoak asked.
“For believing and not letting me give up. You said they would find her, and they did. Along with two trucks full of people bound for Mexico and who knows where else. So thank you.”
Smoak sat next to Blaze and held her hand. “You’re welcome. I’m glad she’s back safe and sound. With everything y’all have been through, I know how strong you are, you’ll be okay.”
“You sound like you’re going somewhere,” Blaze said.
Smoak blinked. “I do? I wasn’t planning on going anywhere, I mean, eventually I’ll need some coffee but…”
“Smartass,” Blaze said. “You know what I mean. Saying we’re going to be okay and stuff. You’re going to be with us? With me, right?”
Smoak kissed Blaze’s fingers again. “I plan to be. I’ve got something to tell you, though.”
“You can tell me anything, Kam.” 
Smoak looked at Blaze with her fiery hair and emerald eyes, and she couldn’t do it. She couldn’t tell her that she was the one lurking in the shadows helping search for Rayne. When she tried, all she could think was that she had lied. And it never ended well when she came clean to people she loved.
Instead, she looked away. “I lost your jacket.”
“What?” Blaze asked.
Smoak looked back. “I lost your jacket last night. It got damaged when I crashed my bike, but I promise, I will buy you another one. You point and I’ll buy.”
Blaze stared at Smoak for a beat and burst out laughing.
“You lost my jacket? Honey, you made it sound like you were going to tell me you were married or something” It was a jacket and I have plenty of others. It isn’t like it’s the end of the world. We live in Florida for God’s sake.”
Smoak grinned and kissed the beautiful woman by her side. “I feel really bad, love. When this is all over, we can go shopping, and I’ll get you a new one. Whatever you want, really.”
Blaze chuckled. “If I get new stuff, I should let you borrow my clothes more often.”
Smoak was about to answer when Rayne stirred. “B? Is that you?”
Blaze turned and moved to the bed. She took her sister’s hand, and Smoak could see the gentle smile on her face.
“I’m here, Ray. You’re safe.”
Rayne nodded. “That’s what the woman said last night, I was safe. What happened?”
Smoak stepped up behind Blaze and whispered, “I’m going to let you two have some time. Call me later.”
Blaze half-turned. “I will. Love you.”
Smoak’s heart fluttered and the dozing butterflies did happy cartwheels in her belly. “Love you, B.”
She left and never felt her feet touch the ground.
Outside, it was a warm summer day with a gleaming yellow sun and the scent of salt carried on the sea breeze. Smoak stretched her sore muscles and crossed the lot to where Ashley was leaning against the Evade enjoying the sun.
“How is she?” Ashley asked.
“She’s good,” Smoak replied. “She needs some rest, but she’s better now Rayne is safe. Rayne is awake and coming out of it, so I think they will both be fine.”
Ashley watched Smoak and arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t tell her, did you?”
Smoak shook her head and put on her sunglasses. “Nope.”
“Why not?” Ashley asked. “You saved her sister and all those other people.”
“We saved those people, Ash. You did the heavy lifting. I just did what I always do. Killed people.” 
She joined Ashley against the Evade and ran a finger over the healing cut on her jaw.
“You remember that girl I met that time in London?” she asked.
“The brunette go-go dancer? Yes, why?”
“Do you remember what she did when I told her I had to leave for the Philippines?”
Ashley grinned. “Didn’t she set fire to all your bras?”
“It wasn’t funny, Ash. I was wearing the last one,” Smoak replied.
“It wasn’t funny, it was hysterical,” Ashley laughed. “You were trying to put the French one out with a frying pan, knocked over a bottle of white spirit and set fire to the curtains. The whole place almost burned down.”
“Yeah, okay, maybe it was a little funny,” Smoak said, joining the laughter. “But I really loved that bra.”
They giggled for a few seconds longer before Ashley sobered. “Wait…are you afraid that Blaze will go postal, too?”
Smoak shrugged. “It never goes well when I tell someone I’ve been keeping a secret. My parents, my sister, Casey the Crazy Brit…”
“But that’s the key word, love. Crazy. Blaze isn’t,” Ashley said. “If you really think she’s the one, you need to give her a chance.”
Smoak sighed. “I know. But what if I’m wrong?”
“You won’t know till you try, SK. If it’s right, then she’ll understand. You’re always telling me to have faith. Maybe you should have a little, too.”
Smoak said nothing. She knew Ashley was right, but that didn’t stop the butterflies from having a pity party.
“Are you going to be alright?” Ashley asked.
“I’m fine,” Smoak said. “No worries.”
Ashley didn’t look convinced. “I need to get back to the office. Someone tried to break into our computer this morning, and I want to know who. Are you coming with?”
Smoak shook her head. “No. I don’t geek over computers, and I need to see about getting a bike to ride until Classified can build me a new one. I’ll catch up with you later.”
She kissed Ashley’s cheek and turned toward her old Power Wagon, wondering how she was going to tell Blaze what had really happened to her jacket.
 


 
The afternoon was spent in a blur of motorcycles and salesmen. Smoak had test-driven almost every crotch-rocket and cruiser in the city. None were as fun as the bike she’d had specially made, but by evening, she had settled on and purchased a Ninja ZX-14, touted as the fasted production bike in the world. It would take a few days to get the one she wanted delivered, but she felt better knowing she wouldn’t be stuck in the Power Wagon forever. She would never know what had possessed her to buy the old hunk of junk in the first place, but she usually blamed Tijuana and three bottles of tequila.
She was heading back to the apartment when Blaze called to tell her that she had left the hospital and was going home to get cleaned up. They’d agreed to meet at Lollipops later in the evening, and Smoak had gone home feeling an odd mixture of delight and fear.
She parked the massive Power Wagon in her space on the top floor of the garage and hurried up to the apartment. She found Ashley in a tee shirt and shorts, still bent over her computer, a glass of tea beside her.
Smoak collapsed onto the sofa and looked over Ashley’s shoulder.
“How’d it go?” Ashley asked. “I saw you spent like fifteen grand this afternoon.”
“I bought a Kawasaki,” Smoak said. “It will be delivered late next week. When my Classified is done the Ninja is yours, if you want it.”
“I haven’t ridden since we left Mexico,” Ashley said. “I like having Rock drive me around, it’s safer.”
“And legal,” Smoak said with a smile. “How ‘bout you? Find out anything about the would-be hacker?”
“Not would-be,” Ashley replied. “Whoever it was, they managed to get into the system for a couple minutes. I’m still trying to find out what they accessed. All our accounts are fine, so I don’t think they got anything important.”
“Any clue who it was?” Smoak asked.
“None. All I know for sure is it wasn’t any of Chandler’s cronies, and they were somewhere near Fisher Island.”
Smoak blinked in surprise. “What? They’re here? I thought these guys usually came from a coffee shop in China or something.”
Ashley nodded. “Yep. It took some digging, but their originating IP address was out there somewhere. I’ve set up some searches to try and lock it down, so I can go pay them a visit. I don’t appreciate people looking into our system.”
“Me either. I’m going to go get changed. Let me know if you get an address on them,” Smoak said.
“Are you going somewhere?” Ashley asked.
“I decided to take your advice. I set up a date with Blaze at Lollipops later tonight,” Smoak said.
Ashley smiled. “Nice. Want me to go with?”
Smoak looked at her friend, the one person who had been with her all her life and grinned. “Yeah. I want you there in case she tries to set fire to my bra.”
“I’ll pack a fire extinguisher, just in case,” Ashley giggled.
 


 
Miami on a Friday night is a sight everyone should see at least once in their lifetime. The city glows every night of the week. However, there is an energy, an electricity that is only in the air on Friday night, just after the neon tubes click on and cast their brilliance out into the world, making the city shimmer with violet light. There is a reason so many photos of Miami are captioned ‘Purple Haze.’
Smoak and Ash arrived at Lollipops just as the evening was beginning to glow. Ashley had chosen to wear one of her work outfits, a pair of black hot-pants, bikini top and stockings. She would be able to blend into the crowd and keep an eye on things while not standing out as Ash from Shadowlands.
Smoak on the other hand had dressed as if she was going out. In a lot of places, that would have meant a conservative dress and smart heels. In Miami, it meant a pair of leather shorts so tiny they were almost panties, a hot-pink bustier and a lightweight bolero jacket. The outfit was completed by her silver metal belt and a pair of black Louboutin pumps she only wore on special occasions. Smoak had spent almost three hours on her face, paying particular attention to the jagged scratch on her jaw. Her skill with covering scars had paid off. If you didn’t know the cut was there, you would never know it existed.
Ashley took over DJing duties from Rikki to give her something to do, and Smoak took a seat at her personal table on the opposite side of the club. From their positions, they could see the entire club without being too obvious about it. Most people didn’t know they owned the club, and they preferred to keep it that way. 
Blaze entered half an hour later, dressed to the nines in what Smoak suspected was an Armani mini dress cut low enough to reveal the swell of her breasts without allowing them to spill out. She’d kept the rest of the outfit simple with a pair of matching strappy sandals and minimal jewelry. Her hair on the other hand had been teased into a waterfall of flame that spilled over her shoulders and cascaded down her back, swaying with every step she took.
Smoak felt her heart skip a beat when the stunning women entered. She could hardly believe that this person had fallen for her, and she prayed to Gaia that it wouldn’t end badly.
She stood and waved to Blaze, who waved back and joined her at the table. Smoak kissed her softly, working to ignore the butterflies that had started jumping around again.
“Hi, honey,” she said, just loud enough to be heard over a song by Pop Evil. “You look amazing.”
“Look who’s talking,” Blaze said. “Your legs go on for miles.”
Smoak grinned and waved for Texxxas to come take Blaze’s drink order. Blaze sat and they clasped hands over the table.
“How is Rayne?” Smoak asked once Texxxas had taken their orders.
“She’s doing great,” Blaze replied. “The docs want to keep her for psychological observation, but she will be home in a couple of days.”
“I’m so glad,” Smoak said. “I know what she means to you.”
“She’s the only family I have,” Blaze said. “She can be a royal pain in the ass, but I love her. She has always been there for me, you know?”
“I understand. My friend Ashley is the same. We’ve been friends since we were eight years old. I have no clue what I would do without her.” 
Blaze smiled and Texxxas returned with their shots. They downed them before moving to a table closer to the stage, where they could watch a dancer named Cheyenne, who was dressed as a cowgirl complete with antique cap guns. 
They were on their fourth shots, and Smoak was feeling brave enough to tell Blaze the truth when the music suddenly stopped. Smoak looked toward Ashley in confusion and saw there was a large Russian man standing next to her with a gun pressed into her side.
Smoak was reaching for the saltshaker on their table when more of the club’s patrons produced weapons and covered the remainder of the crowd.
“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen,” someone said. The voice was rich and melodious with just a touch of Russian accent. “Please do not get up and do not reach for your valuables. This is not a robbery.”
Smoak twisted in her seat and spotted the man who was speaking. He was huge, well over six feet with arms like steel bars and a chest like Superman. He was wearing a black tank top and pants and held an old Colt Python revolver in his left hand. The vented chrome barrel was unmistakable. 
“What do you want?” the manager, a woman named Maenia, asked.
“Very good question,” the Russian replied. “I am looking for someone named Higgins. Ashley Kae Higgins. I know she is here.”
Unconsciously, half the people in the club looked toward the DJ booth where Ashley was standing. Smoak could tell Ashley hadn’t understood everything, but by the look on her face she’d gotten the gist.
“My name is Ashley,” she said. “What do you want?”
The Russian turned in her direction and smiled. “Miss Higgins? You are Miss Higgins? The DJ?”
“I am,” Ashley replied. “Who is asking?”
“My name is unimportant,” the man said. “What is important is that you cost me millions of dollars and some of my best people. You and that associate of yours made me kill poor Gregor.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Ashley said. “I’m a club DJ and volleyball player.”
While Ashley talked, Smoak’s mind was racing. The Russian had the club covered by half a dozen men and women, all armed with the same MP7s they’d been facing all week. She was starting to hate Heckler and Koch for ever making the damn things.
She kicked off her shoes and started to rise. Blaze grabbed her hand, stopping her. 
“What are you doing?”
Smoak smiled and kissed Blaze’s cheek. “What I do, honey. Stay here and keep your head down. The booth will protect you.”
She let go of Blaze and snatched the glass saltshaker off the table. She threw it at the man guarding Ashley and pushed off the back of the booth to tackle the nearest thug. The saltshaker smashed into the first thug’s face, blinding him. 
Smoak didn’t see what happened next, but she heard Ashley yell, “Everyone get down!”
Then all hell broke loose. People screamed, guns fired and drinkware shattered, covering the floor in liquor and broken glass.
Smoak’s maneuver caught the nearest guard by surprise, and she was able to knock him out with little trouble. She was about to leap on the next one when she saw Blaze running toward Ashley.
“Dammit! Blaze, get down!” she yelled.
She followed Blaze, her shoulder blades itching where she just knew she was about to get shot. By some miracle, the 4.6-millimeter bullets missed her, shattering the mirrored wall instead and destroying the neon lollipop sign. Smoak tackled Blaze and dragged her behind the bar just as bullets raked the area where she’d been running. They were joined a moment later by Ashley, who had a look of disgust on her face.
“I didn’t see it coming,” she said.
“See what?” Smoak asked.
“This guy. I should have realized. He was there the whole time, and I didn’t see it.”
Blaze looked at Ashley. “Aren’t you the woman from Shadowlands?”
“Not now, honey, please,” Smoak said.
She looked back at Ashley. “What the hell are you talking about?”
“This guy, he was there all the time,” Ashley replied. “He was with Gregor at the hospital and with Frulov at B-52. I just figured he was the bodyguard, but he’s the guy in charge.”
“Dragov?” Smoak asked.
Ashley nodded. “I think so. He was the nut in the helicopter, I would bet a whole stack of your stupid coins.”
“That’s kind of a leap, don’t you think?” Smoak asked, ducking a shower of broken glass.
“Will someone please tell me what the fuck is going on?” Blaze asked.
Ashley looked at Smoak and back at Blaze. “The short version is, yes, I’m Ash from Shadowlands. These guys are the same assholes who took your sister, and I think the guy running his mouth is their boss.”
“I figured that,” Blaze said. “What does that have to do with Smoak? She’s a dancer. She doesn’t do this stuff anymore.”
“Yeah… B, there’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you,” Smoak said.
“Are you kidding me?” Blaze asked. “What about everything you told me about needing a change?”
Smoak opened her mouth to answer and another bottle exploded. She covered Blaze to protect her from the spray of glass.
“We don’t have time, Blaze,” Ashley interrupted. “Smoak has the stupidest cover story in history. So do I, but it works. You two can argue over it later.”
Ashley slapped a section of the bar and it slid out. Inside were two Desert Eagle forty-four magnum pistols. The barrels were vented and weighted to compensate for recoil and the grips were engraved with matching death angels.
“She’s right, honey,” Smoak said, drawing the pistols. “You can kick my ass all you want, but right now, we have six screaming maniacs to deal with.”
Blaze stared at Smoak for a beat then frowned. “Fine. What’s the plan?”
Smoak fired two shots over the bar and ducked again as a hail of automatic fire slammed into the bar.
Ashley shrugged. “I’m going to get you and the other civilians out of here.”
“What about Kamryn?” Blaze asked.
“I’m going to do what I do best, love,” Smoak said.
“Kill everyone in the room,” Ashley finished.
Smoak kissed Blaze with all the love and fire in her heart and smiled. “I’m sorry.”
“Just don’t get dead,” Blaze replied.
Smoak nodded and raised the pistols. “Go.”
Ashley grabbed Blaze’s hand.
“Stay close and do what I do,” she said.
Smoak winked at Blaze then popped up from behind the bar. Dragov and his men had spread out across the club, trying to get a clear shot at the women behind the granite slab. Which gave Smoak easy targets. She fired four shots from her pistols, and two men dropped, wounds to their chests and heads. In the commotion, Ashley and Blaze ran. Ashley slowed to scoop up a fallen MP7, and the pair disappeared behind the stage.
Smoak let loose two more shots and took cover again as the remaining guards fired, their attention drawn from the fleeing women to the lethal target behind the bar.
“I want her dead,” Dragov yelled. “I’m going after the other one.”
It’s nice to be wanted, Smoak thought.
She took a deep breath and stood, moving at a walk. Both her guns spat death as she stepped through the room, and men dropped, hearts and brains destroyed by the powerful magnum rounds.
Behind her, Ashley had returned and was pushing people toward the safety of the back door. Smoak only had a heartbeat to wonder where Blaze was before two more of Dragov’s men burst through the door, MP7s chattering. Smoak spun and fired. The bullets hit home and sent the pair spinning head over heels to land in a tangled heap of arms and legs.
The blonde angel of death dropped to her knees and slid across the polished club floor, reloading as she moved. Bullets whizzed over her head, and she laid back, the pistol’s slides clicking home and the barrels spitting leaden death once again. The last guard squeezed the trigger of his MP7 just as Smoak’s bullets sent him to meet his maker. In the chaos, she only heard Ashley’s scream. She turned to see Ashley laying on her side, her chest covered in blood.
She screamed as if she had been shot and ran to her friend’s side. Ashley was unconscious, but alive. The bullet had passed through her body, leaving a clean wound. It would hurt like a son of a bitch when she woke up, but she would live.
“Is she okay?” 
Smoak looked up to see Texxxas standing over her, an MP7 in her hands.
“She’ll live,” Smoak replied. “What are you doing with that?”
“Corporal April McCoy,” Texxxas replied. “General Chandler asked me to keep an eye you.”
“That was nice of him. I’ll kick your ass later, where’s Blaze?”
“Ashley left her back stage,” April replied.
“Is anyone with her?”
April shook her head. “No, she was helping everyone else out the back. Isn’t she a Shadowlands person?”
“No, she’s just a very brave women with a really big heart. Look after Ashley.”
Smoak stepped through the backstage door and into the hallway that lead to the employee’s entrance. The doors to either side were open; she walked past the empty office and changing room and stepped into the locker room. The back door stood open, swaying in the oncoming storm.



 


 
 
 
 
April had cleaned Ashley’s wound as best she could and had fashioned her a sling out of a pair of table napkins. In spite of the pain and the blood seeping from her shoulder, Ashley sat at one of the club’s tables, her tablet in front of her. The chaos of the firefight had passed, and the police were taking statements from everyone who hadn’t fled screaming into the night in the wake of the attack. It had taken some doing, but Chandler had convinced the on-site commander not to pursue Smoak, who had borrowed a classic Lamborghini Countach at gunpoint and was racing toward Fisher Island.
Come on, Ash, give me something, the TTY read.
“I’m working on it, SK, keep your panties on,” Ashley responded.
If he kills Blaze…
“He’s not going to kill her,” Ashley said. “Right now, she is all he has. We’ll find them, just keep heading west.”
Out of the corner of her eye, she saw McCoy salute, and she turned her head to see John Chandler striding through the club as if he owned the place, his three-piece suit immaculate and a cigar dangling from his lips. He hadn’t changed much.
“How’s it coming, Higgins?” he asked.
“Are you really going to smoke that in here?” Ashley asked.
Chandler looked around and waved a hand at all the bullet holes in the windows. “I think this counts as outside, don’t you?”
“Funny, John,” Ashley said. “If you aren’t going to help, go away.”
“I’m helping, Ashley. It’s why MacKenna isn’t being chased by every cop in the city. Now what have you got?”
“I’m trying to trace the GPS in Blaze’s phone, but the storm is interfering with the satellite signal. I know she was on the interstate heading toward Miami, but I can’t pinpoint her,” Ashley replied.
“Then it’s up to MacKenna,” Chandler said.
“It usually is.”
Good luck, Smoakie, she thought.
 


 
The bright yellow Lamborghini growled through the Miami streets, the single-blade wiper struggling to keep the sudden Florida storm at bay. Smoak wished, not for the first time, that the nearest vehicle had been a Subaru or even a Jeep, anything better in wet weather than the Lambo.
She skidded around the corner onto Sixth Street and pushed the car’s accelerator to the floor. The Countach’s tires slid on the wet pavement, but she held the drift and kept going. Blaze and Dragov couldn’t have gotten far.
At the end of Sixth Street was a line of traffic waiting for the light. Smoak swerved her car into oncoming traffic and pressed the horn, hoping anyone coming had brains enough to get out of her way.
They did. The Lambo slid through the A1 intersection, a yellow blur in the middle of the storm. She righted the car and raced up the ramp onto MacArthur Causeway. Not far ahead, she could see the taillights of another car driving at breakneck speed through the rain. It had to be Dragov.
She leaned back into the seat and shifted. The Countach responded like the hypercar it was, accelerating to the point where the tires were just barely gripping the pavement. Within seconds, she was behind the other car, a purple Diablo with a license plate that read LEGS2NV.
Sorry, Maenia, Smoak thought. I hope you have insurance.
She pressed the pedal again and nosed closer, drafting the somewhat larger car. She could see Blaze and Dragov in the lights of the Countach and bit her lip. Blaze was wearing a seatbelt, but Dragov wasn’t.
She changed lanes and gained on the Diablo, nosing up next to its rear wheel. When she could, she swerved left, letting the Countach’s bumper push into the Diablo’s rear quarter. The Diablo fishtailed, but didn’t crash, and Smoak fell back. She could see Dragov doing something inside the vehicle then the windshield exploded into a mess of spider web cracks with a bullet hole in the center. Smoak slammed the brakes before she went off the road and started kicking at the windshield with her bare feet. It took her several tries, by which time her feet were cut and bloody, but the windshield fell into the street. Glaring into the rain, she started off again, refusing to let Dragov get away.
She caught up to the Diablo in the middle of the bridge. The cars were almost evenly matched, but Dragov wasn’t pushing the Diablo as hard as Smoak was pushing her stolen Countach. He wasn’t as crazy as the angry blonde. She saw him reach for his pistol and she made her move. The Countach’s nose smashed into the Diablo’s rear tire. Both disintegrated under the impact, and the cars started to spin, eventually ending up in the guardrails on either side of the bridge.
Smoak didn’t know how long she’d been unconscious, but she guessed it hadn’t been more than a few minutes. Her feet stung from the dozens of tiny cuts and her arm oozed blood from a gash that ran from her elbow to her hand, but everything still worked. She picked up her pistols and climbed out through the broken windshield.
The Diablo was behind her and on the opposite side of the road, it’s warning flashers flicking on and off in the rain. Both doors were open, but there was no sign of Dragov or Blaze. She turned and spotted them running on the opposite side of the road. Blaze was fighting Dragov every step of the way, but he was dragging her  like a child with a toy doll.
Smoak ran, her bare feet slapping on the pavement. She crossed the bridge and ran up onto the guardrail. Her momentum carried her over the gap, and she tucked into a shoulder roll that brought her back onto her feet.
“Let her go, Dragov!” she yelled.
Dragov slowed and fired two more shots. Both went wide but caused Smoak to hit the ground. When she was up again, Dragov and Blaze were on the catwalk that ran along the southern edge of the causeway.
Smoak vaulted the railing and ran behind them, her guns glistening in the streetlights casting yellow shadows onto the bridge. Lightning flash and thunder rolled, so close, she felt the catwalk shake beneath her feet, but she didn’t slow. She was gaining on Dragov.
Dragov must have realized this as well. Smoak watched as he dragged Blaze to a stop and pointed his hand-cannon at her, forcing her to stand precariously on the ledge.
“Stop right there!” he yelled at Smoak.
Smoak kept coming, counting off the range in her head.
“I said stop!” Dragov yelled. “One more step and I put a bullet in the girl’s brain!”
“You kill her and you’re dead before you hit the ground,” Smoak replied.
“Girl, I’m dead already,” Dragov replied. “I’ve lost my cargo, I’ve lost my men, it is only a matter of time before the Brothers catch me. Their punishment will not be quick, I assure you.”
“Then what do you want?” Smoak asked, still walking.
“A head start,” Dragov replied. “Minutes are better than seconds.”
He jabbed the Colt’s barrel into Blaze’s face, making her cry out in pain. “I said stop walking.”
Smoak stopped, both guns pointed at Dragov.
“No way do you walk out of here, Dragov,” Smoak said.
Dragov smiled. “If you want this girl to live, that is exactly what you will let me do. Drop your guns.”
Smoak looked at Blaze and knew she would rather die than let anything happen to her. She released both triggers and placed the guns on the ground in front of her.
“Stupid, girl,” Dragov said, pointing the Colt at Smoak. “You could have shot me and lost her. Now I kill you both.”
Smoak could almost hear the tendons in Dragov’s hand tighten as he pulled the trigger. His weapon spat fire, and she felt the bullet hit before she heard the noise, a ripping heat that tore through her body and spun her around like a top. She fell to her knees and her ribs exploded in pain.
“You bastard!” Blaze yelled.
Smoak heard the resounding slap of flesh on flesh and looked up to see Blaze slap Dragov with enough force to bloody his nose. He roared in anger and pushed, forcing Blaze off the edge.
Smoak didn’t know how she did it. One moment she was kneeling on the pavement, and the next, she was laying on her stomach, Blaze’s hand gripped tight in hers. She looked down into Blaze’s green eyes and saw her fear, but it was overpowered by another emotion. Love.
“Nice catch,” Blaze said.
“Thanks,” Smoak replied. “Sorry I’m late”
She saw Blaze’s eyes widen, and she knew Dragov was behind her. She didn’t let go. She stared into Blaze’s eyes and held tight, caring only about saving this woman.
“You really are a very stupid woman,” Dragov said.
“So everyone keeps telling me,” Smoak answered.
The first kick made her spit blood. His second cracked ribs, and the third made the world spin until it became nothing but her and Blaze, hanging there only a few feet away.
“Let go, Kam,” Blaze said.
“No,” Smoak replied.
“He’s going to kill you,” Blaze yelled. “Let go!”
“No!” Smoak yelled back.
Blaze gritted her teeth, and Smoak watched the fire rise in her eyes.
“Tell Ashley I figured out what my favor was,” she said.
Blaze let go. Smoak focused all her will on her hand and squeezed.
“Blaze, no, hold on to me, my hand is slipping!”
“I’m sorry, Kam,” Blaze said. “I can’t let you die like this. One of us has to kick this guy’s ass.”
Smoak reached out with her other hand, but it was too late. Her hand slipped.
Blaze didn’t scream. She just mouthed the words, “I love you” before disappearing into the blackness below.
 


 
Smoak stared into the inky void for what seemed forever before the pain in her side hit her, and she came back to reality. Dragov was standing over her laughing in his stupid, annoying, melodious voice.
“See? You both die, and I will live as like a king for as long as I can,” he said.
“No,” Smoak said.
“What?” Dragov asked.
Smoak pulled herself from the edge and stood. “I said, no. You’re not walking away.”
Dragov raised his pistol and pulled the trigger. The Colt clicked. He squeezed again and again, but the weapon was empty. He tossed it aside and assumed a boxer’s stance, his massive fists held in front of him.
“Fine. We do this the hard way.”
“Works for me,” Smoak replied.
Smoak spun into a snap-kick that would have broken any other man’s neck. Dragov blocked her with a huge arm and swung. His fist hit Smoak like a hammer, and she staggered, sagging into the railing.
“You’re bleeding, woman. You’re dying. Why are you doing this?” Dragov asked.
Smoak spat out blood and climbed back to her feet.
Dragov moved close, his piston-like fists landing blows that felt like aluminum bats. Smoak swayed and fell again, her ribs screaming and blood pouring from the bullet hole in her side. She stared at the pavement below her and shook her head. She couldn’t do it.
“Is that all you’ve got, MacKenna?” She heard the drill sergeant ask. “Are you just a lab rat?”
“No,” she said.
“That’s all you are, just a failed experiment, right, MacKenna?”
“No,” she said again.
“No…no…,” Dragov mimicked. “Who are you talking to?”
She then heard Blaze as if she were standing right next to her. “Kick his ass.”
Smoak nodded and pulled herself off the pavement one more time. She could see Dragov standing in the streetlights just a few feet away, but in the flashes of lightning, he was the drill sergeant, then the man who had taken her against her will, then Dragov again.
Smoak roared in anger and leapt as if she was shot from a cannon. Her hardened palm connected with Dragov’s nose, and it exploded in a spray of blood and bone. He stepped back and swung his beefy fist. Smoak ducked the blow, grabbed his arm and spun into it, leading with her elbow. She felt his arm snap under her attack, and she let go, watching Dragov back away.
He glared at her and turned to keep his broken arm behind him, but there was no sign he felt any pain.
“I had worse in the military, little girl,” he said. “You will have to do better.”
“Challenge accepted,” Smoak replied.
She fainted with a left hook that Dragov easily dodged, which put him right in line with her side kick. She heard the breath whoosh out of him and kept up the pace, spinning and kicking again and again like a Rockette filming a holiday special. When she stopped, Dragov was staggered and blood was running freely from his eyes and nose.
“Is that all you have? Not good enough. The men who are after me will do far worse,” Dragov said.
He swung again, first his good arm then the broken one. Smoak ducked the first blow and caught the second with both hands. She twisted the shattered limb, causing Dragov to scream and pushed him away. When he charged again, she launched into a spin kick that dislocated his head from his spine. He dropped like a discarded puppet and lay motionless on the pavement, gasping his last.
“You lose,” she said, sinking down beside him.
She sat there in the rain and watched the storm. It would be some time before the police arrived. When they did, she would be done crying.



 


 
 
 
 
“They found her,” Ashley said.
Smoak didn’t register what Ashley had said at first. She was lying on a gurney in the back of an ambulance, an IV in her arm and a mask over her nose. She blinked and raised her head to look as Ashley.
“They found her,” Ashley repeated.
Something wasn’t right. Ashley was smiling.
“Blaze?” Smoak asked.
Ashley nodded, still grinning.
“She’s alive, Smoakie. A little banged up, but apparently, your girl was an amateur diver in school. The Coast Guard are bringing her in as we speak, and she’s going to be fine.”
“Let me up,” Smoak said.
“No way, Ms. MacKenna,” the paramedic said. “You have three broken ribs and a punctured lung. The only place you’re going is the hospital.”
Smoak pulled off her oxygen mask and glared at the paramedic, who was a cute surfer-boy looking young man, if you liked that type.
“You don’t scare me, Ms. MacKenna. I’m the guy with the IV,” he said.
He turned a valve and smiled. “Goodnight.”
Smoak opened her mouth to complain and the darkness took her. The last thing she heard was Ashley’s voice.
“You better be gone when she wakes up.”
 


 
Blaze sat in the chair beside Smoak and watched her. She looked awful. Her face was swollen from the vicious beating she’d taken, her beautiful golden hair was matted to her skull and tubes ran from her to various bags and drains, making her look like something out of a bad Sci-Fi movie.
But she also looked beautiful. Even halfway to heaven, Smoak had an inner light that radiated from her and made the scars on her face almost invisible. The most beautiful thing of all was that she didn’t seem to know it was there.
Blaze scratched at the cast on her wrist and scooted forward to brush an errant hair from Smoak’s face. 
Smoak opened her eyes and smiled. “Hey you,” she croaked.
“Hi baby,” Blaze replied.
“I thought you were dead,” Smoak said, tears forming in her eyes.
Blaze smiled and ran gentle fingers over Smoak’s face. “Me too. Glad I’m not.”
Smoak looked at Blaze’s wrist and frowned. “What happened?”
“I broke it in the fall,” Blaze said. “I controlled most of the dive, but not enough to walk away without something to remember it by.”
Smoak looked back at Blaze, and her face was serious. “Don’t ever do that again.”
“I promise,” Blaze laughed. “No more high dives off the causeway.”
They were still laughing when Ashley entered, her left arm still in a sling, though she’d traded up from her napkins to a real one.
“I spend an awful lot of my life visiting your dumb ass in the hospital,” she said, placing a card on the table. “All the girls signed it.”
“Stop getting us into trouble, and I’ll stay out of hospitals,” Smoak replied.
“This wasn’t my idea,” Ashley said with mock seriousness. “I’d be happy to be lying on a beach somewhere earning twenty percent on all that money we saved.”
“And be so bored you were cracking security systems for the hell of it,” Smoak said.
“Boredom isn’t so bad,” Ashley replied. “Beats getting shot.”
“What’s life without a little excitement?” Blaze asked.
Ashley shook her head. “Smoak is having a negative impact on you.”
“Maybe,” Blaze said, squeezing Smoak’s hand. “But I kinda like it.”
She leaned sideways and kissed Smoak with gentle lips, happy to have the crazy, dangerous woman in her life.
Maybe it wasn’t the happiest of endings.
But it was a hell of a beginning.
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