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The concrete dust settled around Crash's boots as he stepped back from the controlled demolition, studying the precise collapse of the interior wall. Perfect. Clean. No collateral damage to the neighboring structures, just surgical removal of what needed to go. The Shadow Legion had bought this old warehouse in Mira Mesa for expansion, and gutting the interior required someone who understood the delicate art of destruction.

Most people saw explosives as crude instruments of chaos. They were wrong. In the right hands, C-4 was a scalpel, capable of removing exactly what you wanted while leaving everything else untouched. Crash had learned that lesson the hard way in Kandahar, where precision meant the difference between eliminating a target and killing innocent civilians sleeping in the next building.

His phone buzzed against his chest. Phantom's name flashed on the screen.

"What do you need, Prez?" Crash answered, already stripping off his work gloves.

"Got a situation in National City. Someone's been leaving pipe bombs around immigrant-owned businesses. Three hits in the last week, all targeting families trying to make an honest living." Phantom's voice carried the controlled anger that meant someone was about to have a very bad day. "Local cops are treating it like random vandalism. We need your eyes on the devices."

Crash was already moving toward his Harley. The Shadow Legion had rules about protecting innocents, and anyone terrorizing hardworking families had just made themselves a priority target. "Send me the addresses. I'll be there in twenty."

"Matrix is meeting you with the intel. And Crash?" Phantom's tone shifted to that particular register that meant he was speaking as president, not just a brother. "If this is what I think it is, we're going to need to move fast. These people don't have the luxury of waiting for the system to protect them."

The line went dead. Crash secured his gear bag to the bike and kicked the engine to life, the Harley's rumble echoing through the empty warehouse. As he navigated through afternoon traffic toward National City, his mind was already analyzing the tactical implications. Pipe bombs were crude but effective psychological weapons, designed to terrorize rather than maximize casualties. The fact that they were targeting immigrant businesses suggested either a hate crime or someone trying to destabilize a specific community for profit.

Either way, they'd picked the wrong neighborhood to spread fear.

Matrix was waiting in the parking lot of a small mercado, his laptop already open on the hood of his black sedan. The storefront behind him showed blast damage around the entrance, broken glass swept into neat piles, and a hand-painted sign in Spanish and English announcing they would reopen soon.

"What do we have?" Crash asked, parking his bike and approaching the improvised command station.

"Three devices in five days. All targeting small businesses owned by recent immigrants." Matrix pulled up photos on his screen. "First hit was the taqueria on Highland Avenue, second was a dry cleaner on 8th Street, this was number three. Each device was placed during off-hours, detonated remotely when the area was clear of civilians."

Crash studied the crime scene photos, his trained eye automatically cataloging details. "Bomber wants terror, not body count. That's good for the community, bad for our investigation. Random psychopath would've waited for maximum casualties."

"Gets worse." Matrix clicked to a new screen. "I pulled police response data. Each bombing happened precisely forty-seven minutes after the last patrol car left the area. Someone's tracking police movements."

That made Crash's jaw tighten. He'd seen enough corruption in the military to recognize the pattern. "Inside information. Someone in law enforcement is feeding intel to this asshole."

"That's what I'm thinking. But here's the interesting part." Matrix highlighted sections of the police reports. "The devices were described as 'professionally constructed' in the first report, then 'amateur work' in the second and third. Either our bomber is getting worse at his job, or someone's editing these reports."

Crash examined the blast patterns in the photographs, his EOD training automatically analyzing the signature. "These aren't professional at all. Basic pipe construction, commercial gunpowder, simple remote detonators. Someone with minimal knowledge trying to look like they know what they're doing." He pointed to specific damage patterns. "But they're effective. Minimal structural damage, maximum psychological impact. This isn't random."

"So we're looking for someone with access to police patrol schedules, basic explosive knowledge, and a specific agenda against this community." Matrix closed the laptop. "Brothers are already asking around, but carefully. Last thing we need is to spook him into escalating."

A new voice cut through their conversation. "Excuse me, but you two need to step away from my crime scene."

Crash turned to see a woman approaching them with the confident stride of someone accustomed to being taken seriously in dangerous situations. Detective, based on the badge clipped to her belt and the way she carried herself. Latina, maybe five-foot-six, with intelligent dark eyes that were currently cataloging everything about him and Matrix with professional thoroughness.

She was beautiful in the way that volatile things often were—keen edges and controlled power wrapped in deceptively elegant packaging. The kind of woman who could handle herself in a fight and probably had.

"This is a federal investigation now," she continued, stopping just outside what most people would consider comfortable conversation distance. Definitely law enforcement trained. "I'm going to need to see some identification."

Matrix smoothly pocketed his laptop. "Just concerned citizens, Detective. Heard about the bombings and wanted to see if we could help."

Her eyes narrowed. "Concerned citizens don't typically analyze blast patterns and discuss police response times. Try again."

Crash found himself impressed despite the circumstances. Most cops would've started with threats or backup calls. This one was gathering information first, using intelligence over intimidation. "You're right. We're not just concerned citizens." He met her gaze directly. "But we're not the enemy either. Someone's terrorizing good people in this neighborhood, and the system isn't protecting them fast enough."

"And you think vigilante justice is the answer?" Her hand didn't move toward her weapon, but Crash could see she was ready for trouble. "Let me guess—motorcycle club?"

"Something like that." Crash studied her face, looking for the telltale signs of corruption he'd learned to recognize. Instead, he saw genuine frustration and determination. "Question is, Detective, are you here to actually catch this bomber, or are you here to make sure the right people don't get too curious about police response patterns?"

The accusation should have made her angry. Instead, she looked thoughtful. "You think there's corruption involved."

"I think someone's been feeding information to a bomber who's terrorizing innocent families," Matrix said carefully. "And I think the official response has been inadequate."

She was quiet for a long moment, studying both of them with those sharp dark eyes. Finally, she spoke. "Detective Scarlett Vega, San Diego County Sheriff's Department, Illegal Weapons Task Force. And you're right about the corruption. Someone's been editing my reports, reassigning my cases, and generally making sure this investigation goes nowhere." She paused. "The question is, what exactly are you two planning to do about it?"

Crash felt something shift in his chest, a recognition he hadn't experienced since Garcia. Here was someone who actually gave a damn about protecting people, someone who understood that sometimes the system failed good people who deserved better.

"We're planning to find the bomber and stop him," Crash said simply. "One way or another."
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Detective Vega smiled, and it was cutting enough to slice glass. "In that case, gentlemen, I think we need to talk."​
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Chapter 2

Detective Scarlett Vega had dealt with enough criminals to recognize when someone was lying to her. These two weren't lying, which made them infinitely more interesting than the usual suspects who stumbled through her investigations.

The one who'd been analyzing the blast patterns carried himself like military—controlled movements, alert posture, and the kind of calm confidence that came from handling life-and-death situations on a regular basis. His dark hair was cropped short, and scars traced along his forearms where his sleeves had rolled up during his examination of the crime scene. Demolitions expert, if she had to guess, based on how he'd catalogued the bomb damage with professional precision.

His companion was harder to read. Lean build, calculating eyes, and the expensive tech gear that suggested intelligence work rather than frontline combat. Both men wore the kind of leather that only came from serious motorcycle riding, and both had the alert watchfulness of people who expected trouble and were prepared to handle it.

"Let me guess," Scarlett said, studying their faces. "Shadow Legion MC."

The demolitions expert—Crash, based on what his friend had called him—didn't flinch at the name. "You know about us."

"I know there's been a motorcycle club operating in San Diego County that somehow manages to stay off federal radar while taking down some very bad people." Scarlett kept her voice neutral, professional. "I also know that every time they get involved, the body count includes exactly the kind of scumbags who usually slip through legal cracks."

The tech specialist—Matrix, she remembered—exchanged a look with Crash that spoke of long partnership and shared understanding. "And how do you feel about that, Detective?"

Scarlett considered the question while watching both men for tells. Three years on the illegal weapons task force had taught her to recognize the difference between criminals who preyed on innocents and those who eliminated threats the system couldn't touch. These two fell firmly into the latter category.

"Honestly? I'm frustrated as hell." She gestured toward the damaged storefront behind them. "This is the fourth case in two months where my investigation gets reassigned just when I'm making progress. Someone doesn't want me connecting dots, and that someone has enough pull to make my sergeant dance to their tune."

"Fourth case?" Crash's voice carried the kind of controlled anger that suggested personal investment in the answer.

"Weapons trafficking through the port, three separate drug operations targeting high schools, and now these bombings." Scarlett pulled out her phone and showed them the case files she'd been building. "Every single investigation involves illegal weapons, every single one gets pulled from my desk right when I identify the supply chain, and every single time, my replacement detective manages to botch the follow-up work."

Matrix leaned forward, his interest clearly piqued. "Someone's protecting a weapons pipeline."

"That's what I think. But thinking it and proving it are two very different things, especially when your own department is working against you." Scarlett pocketed her phone and studied both men carefully. "So here's my question for you two: are you planning to blow things up and disappear, or are you actually interested in stopping the person behind this?"

Crash's smile was dangerous in the best possible way. "Detective, we're very interested in stopping anyone who thinks they can terrorize good people in our city."

"Even if it means working with law enforcement?"

"Depends on the law enforcement." His gaze met hers directly, and Scarlett felt something electric pass between them. "You willing to work outside official channels when those channels have been compromised?"

The smart answer was no. The politically safe answer was no. The career-protecting answer was definitely no. But Scarlett had become a cop to honor her father's and grandfather's sacrifice, not to play politics while innocent people suffered.

"Tell me what you have in mind."

Matrix pulled his laptop back out and opened it on the hood of his sedan. "We need to identify who's feeding police patrol information to the bomber. That means tracking communication patterns, analyzing response times, and probably catching someone in the act of betraying their badge."

"And then?" Scarlett already suspected she knew the answer.

"Then we stop them," Crash said simply. "All of them. The bomber, the corrupt cops, and whoever's running the weapons pipeline that's putting military-grade hardware on San Diego streets."

Scarlett studied the crime scene photos on Matrix's screen, her investigative instincts automatically cataloging details the official reports had missed or deliberately ignored. The blast patterns were consistent with commercial gunpowder, but the detonation method showed sophistication beyond amateur bomb-making. Someone had trained this bomber, or at least provided detailed instructions.

"The devices aren't as crude as the reports suggest," she said, pointing to specific damage patterns. "Whoever wrote up the official analysis either doesn't know explosives or was told to downplay the skill level involved."

Crash leaned closer to examine the photos, and Scarlett caught the scent of leather and something uniquely male that made her far too aware of his physical presence. Focus, Vega. This was about justice, not about how good this dangerous man smelled or how his competence in violent situations was far more attractive than it should be.

"You're right. This bomber has training, just not enough of it." Crash highlighted sections of the damage. "These are textbook placement patterns for psychological impact, but the execution is sloppy. Someone taught him the theory without giving him enough practical experience."

"Military?" Scarlett asked.

"Or law enforcement. Bomb disposal units learn construction methods as part of threat assessment." Crash's expression darkened. "Question is whether we're looking at someone who went rogue or someone who's being directed by a larger operation."

Matrix's fingers flew across his keyboard. "I can cross-reference police training records with recent resignations and disciplinary actions. If our bomber is law enforcement, there should be a paper trail."

"And if he's not?"

"Then we're looking at someone with access to police training materials and patrol schedules, which means the
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