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Two miles out, and Wraith could see trouble coming.

Through the Leupold scope mounted on his custom .308, cartel gunmen moved like shadows across the industrial district below. Coordinated. Military-trained. Wrong fucking neighborhood for that kind of precision.

Wraith adjusted his position on the warehouse rooftop, feeling the familiar weight of the rifle settle against his shoulder. The Shadow Legion op was supposed to be simple—overwatch for Crash while he retrieved stolen explosives from a storage unit. Instead, he found himself watching a different kind of explosion about to happen.

Six shooters. Full tactical gear. Moving on a modest two-story house that screamed witness protection from every angle—blackout curtains, reinforced door, motion sensors poorly hidden in the landscaping.

"Crash, we got a problem," he spoke into his comm, never taking his eye from the scope. "Cartel hit squad moving on civilians two clicks northwest of your position."

"Copy that. How many?"

"Six confirmed, probably more in reserve." Wraith tracked the lead gunman as he took position behind a rusted-out sedan. "Military setup. Practiced coordination."

"Orders?"

Wraith's jaw clenched. In the scope, he caught movement in the safe house—a woman's silhouette passing by an upstairs window. Quick. Alert. Armed.

Then smaller shadows. Kids.

His finger found the trigger guard, muscle memory from five tours taking over. "Proceeding to eliminate threats. Continue mission."

"Wraith, you're supposed to provide overwatch for—"

"There are children in that house." The words came out flat, final. Wraith had learned the hard way what happened when bad intel met civilian casualties. Never again. "I'm moving."

The first shot took out the communications specialist before the bastard knew what hit him. The .308 round punched through his skull at 2,847 feet per second, dropping him behind the sedan in a spray of blood and brain matter.

Wraith was already tracking to the next target when chaos erupted below.

The cartel gunmen scattered, military discipline dissolving into survival instinct as they realized they were being hunted by a predator they couldn't see. One made the mistake of running for better cover—Wraith's second shot caught him center mass, spinning him into the chain-link fence like a broken doll.

Four left.

The safe house erupted into defensive positions. Someone inside knew their business—lights went dark, and Wraith caught the glint of a rifle barrel appearing at a second-story window. The woman. Smart enough to set up crossfire while staying protected.

Good. She'd need every advantage.

Wraith shifted position, using the warehouse's ventilation units for cover as return fire sparked off concrete around him. The remaining gunmen were trying to breach the front door while laying suppressive fire toward his position. Standard assault tactics, but they'd made one critical error.

They'd forgotten about the sniper who'd already killed two of their friends.

His third shot shattered the knee of the gunman carrying the breaching charge. The man went down screaming, C4 and detonators scattering across the cracked asphalt. His partner tried to grab the explosives—Wraith's fourth shot removed half his head.

Two left, and they were getting smart. No more standing in the open, no more predictable movement patterns. They'd gone to ground behind a concrete barrier, probably calling for backup.

Wraith's earpiece crackled. "Wraith, where the hell are you? Crash finished the retrieval and we've got company moving on your location."

"Busy," he replied, tracking movement. The remaining gunmen were trying to flank the safe house, using drainage ditches for concealment. "Give me two minutes."

"You don't have two minutes. Get out of there."

In his scope, Wraith watched one of the shooters pop up to spray automatic fire at the safe house windows. Glass exploded, and he heard a child scream from inside.

Every rational thought evaporated.

He came off the rooftop fast, rifle slung across his back, Glock 19 in his hands as he hit the fire escape. The remaining gunmen were focused on the house, trying to suppress whoever was shooting back from inside. They never saw vengeance coming down the metal stairs.

Wraith put three rounds center mass into the first gunman before the bastard could turn around. The second shooter tried to swing his AK toward the new threat—Wraith's next two shots punched through his throat and chest, dropping him into the drainage ditch where he belonged.

Silence fell over the industrial street like a heavy blanket.

Wraith approached the safe house with his weapon ready, scanning for additional threats. The front door was reinforced steel, scarred by bullets but intact. Smart defensive setup, probably steel plates behind the walls too.

"Federal agent!" a woman's voice called from inside. Controlled. Commanding. Pissed off. "Identify yourself!"

"Shadow Legion MC," Wraith replied, holstering his sidearm. "You're safe. Threats eliminated."

A pause. Then: "Prove it."

Something twisted in Wraith's chest at that voice—honey over steel, sweet enough to taste but sharp enough to cut. Smart woman. "Six gunmen, cartel operators. I took them out from overwatch position on the warehouse roof. Two kids upstairs, you've got good crossfire positions set up, and whoever taught you tactical positioning knew their business."

The locks disengaged with metallic clicks. The door cracked open, revealing a slice of a woman's face—sharp green eyes, auburn hair pulled back, zero fear despite what had just happened.

Wraith's breath caught. Fuck.

"You military?" she asked.

"Former Army. Scout sniper." Wraith kept his hands visible, recognizing a fellow warrior when he saw one. And trying not to notice how those green eyes tracked his every movement with lethal awareness. "You?"

"Private security." Her gaze flicked past him to scan the street, taking in the six bodies scattered across the asphalt. When she looked back at him, something heated flickered behind her tactical assessment. "Impressive shooting."

"Had good motivation." Wraith nodded toward the house, fighting the urge to step closer to this woman who radiated competence and danger in equal measure. "Kids okay?"

"Scared but unharmed." She opened the door wider, and Wraith got his first full look at her.

Tall. Athletic build that spoke of serious training. Tactical vest over civilian clothes, pistol in a thigh holster. Everything about her screamed capable, lethal, and stunning in the way only a woman who could handle herself in a firefight could be.

His body responded before his brain caught up—heat pooling low in his gut, pulse kicking up despite the adrenaline already flooding his system.

"Phoenix Hawkins," she said, extending a hand.

"Wraith." The moment their skin touched, electricity shot up his arm. Her grip was firm, calloused from weapons training, and he had to resist the urge to hold on longer than necessary.

From the slight widening of her eyes, she felt it too.

"Well, Wraith, thanks for the assist. But we need to move. If they found this location—"

"There will be more coming," he finished, noting how her pupils had dilated despite the tactical situation. "How many witnesses you protecting?"

"One adult, two children. High-value target for the cartels." Phoenix was already moving back into the house, all business again. But Wraith caught the way her breathing had changed—slightly faster, slightly deeper. "And before you ask, yes, we have an extraction plan. No, I don't need help from a motorcycle club."

Wraith followed her inside, taking in the setup—ballistic blankets over windows, clear fields of fire, multiple exit routes. Someone had taught this woman the right way to run a safe house. His respect for her climbed another notch, along with something darker and more possessive.

"You might want to reconsider," he said, watching her check weapons and gear with military efficiency. The way she moved was hypnotic—fluid, confident, deadly graceful. "Those weren't street thugs outside. Ex-military operators. They'll send better next time."

Phoenix paused in her preparations, green eyes studying him with uncomfortable intensity. Heat spread across Wraith's chest under that gaze, like she was cataloging every detail of him for future reference.

"And what exactly are you suggesting?" Her voice had dropped half an octave, husky in a way that made his blood run hot.

"Shadow Legion has resources. Secure facilities, tactical expertise, people who understand how to keep witnesses breathing long enough to testify."

"In exchange for what?"

Wraith met her gaze steadily, noting the flush creeping up her throat. "Justice. Same thing you're fighting for."

Before Phoenix could respond, a young woman's voice called from upstairs. "Phoenix? Are they gone?"

The spell broke. Phoenix blinked, stepping back slightly, but not before Wraith caught her quick intake of breath.

"For now, Maria," Phoenix called back, her voice professional again. "But we're moving to secondary location in five minutes."

Wraith recognized the fear in the unseen woman's voice. The same terror he'd heard from civilians caught in war zones, people who'd seen too much and knew someone wanted them eliminated for it.

"What did she witness?" he asked quietly.

Phoenix's expression hardened, though heat still simmered in her eyes when she looked at him. "Cartel execution. Three rival dealers. The kind of testimony that puts people away for life."

"And the kind that gets witnesses killed if they don't have proper protection."

"I can protect her."

"Against six operators? Against however many more they send?" Wraith stepped closer, watching Phoenix's hand instinctively move toward her weapon. Good reflexes. Better yet, she didn't back down even with him crowding her space. "You're good, but you're one person. We're eight brothers who've been dealing with bastards like this since we got back from overseas."

Phoenix held his gaze for a long moment, and Wraith felt the air between them crackle with tension that had nothing to do with the tactical situation. Finally: "I don't work with criminals."

"Neither do we," Wraith replied, close enough now to catch her scent—something clean and sharp beneath the cordite and adrenaline. "We work with justice. Sometimes that means going around a system that's failed the people it's supposed to protect."

"Phoenix!" Maria's voice carried more urgency now. "There's vehicles coming down the street!"

Wraith and Phoenix moved to the window simultaneously, their bodies brushing as they took position. The contact sent heat racing down his spine, and from the sharp breath Phoenix drew, she felt it too.

Through a gap in the ballistic blankets, Wraith counted headlights approaching fast. "Four vehicles. Convoy spacing."

"Backup team," Phoenix said grimly, already shouldering a tactical bag. "They called for reinforcements before you took out the first group."

"How many people in your extraction plan?"

"Just me and Maria. The children are her daughter and nephew—"

"Then you need us." Wraith's tone brooked no argument, and something primitive in him roared with satisfaction when Phoenix's breathing hitched. "Because that convoy is carrying enough firepower to level this house, and your extraction plan just became a running firefight through hostile territory."

Phoenix stared at him for three seconds that felt like hours, her green eyes searching his face. Then: "Maria! Grab the kids and move to the back exit! Now!"

As they prepared to evacuate, Wraith spoke into his comm. "Phantom, this is Wraith. I need immediate extraction for four civilians and one law enforcement officer. Cartel hit teams, military operators, possibly corrupt federal elements."

"Copy that. Sending backup to your location."

"Negative. Meet us at secondary rally point Delta. We're moving hot."

Wraith turned to find Phoenix watching him with something that looked like respect mixed with undeniable attraction. Her cheeks were flushed, lips slightly parted, and every instinct he possessed screamed mine.

"Welcome to Shadow Legion protection services," he said with a grim smile, fighting the urge to back her against the wall and claim that mouth. "Try to keep up."
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Phoenix led Maria and the children through the back exit while Wraith's voice rumbled orders into his comm unit behind her. The man moved like controlled violence, scanning every shadow and angle as they evacuated the compromised safe house.

"My truck's two blocks north," Phoenix whispered, hoisting eight-year-old Sofia onto her hip while ten-year-old Diego clung to his aunt Maria's hand. "Armored, untraceable plates."

"Negative." Wraith's hand settled on the small of Phoenix's back, burning through her tactical vest. The possessive touch sent heat racing down her spine even as her mind cataloged the protective positioning. "They'll have spotters on every exit route. We go east through the industrial district."

"That's not the evacuation plan—"

"Your evacuation plan assumed you weren't facing military-trained hunters." His storm-gray eyes met hers in the dim alley light, and Phoenix felt her pulse stutter. "Trust me."

Something about the way he said it—low, commanding, absolute—made her body respond before her tactical training could object. Which was insane. She'd been protecting witnesses for three years without needing some alpha biker to take control.

But those hadn't been cartel enforcers with sniper support.

"Fine," she said, adjusting Sofia's weight against her hip. "But I keep point on Maria. She's my witness."

Wraith's eyes darkened, and for a moment Phoenix thought he might argue. Then his mouth curved in something that wasn't quite a smile. "Copy that. But when the shooting starts, you follow my lead."

They moved through the maze of abandoned warehouses and shipping containers, Wraith taking point while Phoenix protected their six. Maria stumbled twice, terror making her clumsy, but Diego stayed calm with the frightening composure of a child who'd learned to be quiet when adults were scared.

Phoenix's earpiece crackled with static. "Phoenix, this is Control. Your backup team is en route to secondary extraction point."

"Negative, Control. Secondary is compromised. We're moving to tertiary location." Phoenix glanced at Wraith, noting how he tracked every sound, every shadow. The man was hyperaware in a way that spoke of combat experience and survival instincts honed by years of violence.

"Phoenix, you're deviating from protocol—"

"Protocol got my safe house burned," she snapped, then switched to encrypted channel. The federal system had leaks, and Maria's case was too important to risk on official channels.

Wraith raised his fist, signaling them to halt. In the distance, engine noise echoed off concrete walls—multiple vehicles moving in coordinated search patterns.

"They're boxing us in," he murmured, close enough that his breath warmed her ear. "Four teams, probably eight men each. Systematic grid search."

Phoenix's tactical mind processed the implications. "That's not random cartel violence. That's a military operation."

"Edward Pitt doesn't play games." Wraith's voice carried grim certainty. "He's been hunting witnesses for five years, and he's never failed to eliminate a target."

"How do you know about Pitt?"

"Because he killed a friend of ours last month. Prosecutor named James Hoffman who was building a case against cartel money laundering." Wraith's jaw tightened
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