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The first bullet punched through the plate glass window exactly where Jess Morgan's head had been three seconds earlier.

She hit the grimy linoleum floor of Phoenix Bail Bonds hard, her shoulder slamming into the metal desk leg as glass showered down like deadly confetti. The second shot took out her computer monitor in a shower of sparks and plastic fragments.

"Fuck, fuck, fuck." She army-crawled behind her desk, reaching for the Glock 19 she kept taped under the bottom drawer. Her fingers found empty space and panic clawed up her throat.

More gunfire erupted from the parking lot—automatic weapons this time, the distinctive chatter of AR-15s turning her office into a war zone. The coffee mug with "World's Okay-est Bail Bondswoman" exploded against the far wall.

This was about Tommy Hendricks. Had to be.

Just like it had been about Maria Santos last week. And Derek Palmer the week before that. And Jenny Kim before him.

Four of her clients dead in four weeks. All of them shot execution-style within days of posting bail. All of them scheduled to testify in upcoming trials. All of them eliminated before they could open their mouths in court.

The pattern was so obvious a blind man could see it, but every time she'd tried to take her suspicions to the cops, they'd blown her off. Coincidence, they said. Bad luck. Wrong place, wrong time.

Bullshit.

Someone was using the bail system as a shopping list for murder.

Another spray of bullets chewed through the drywall above her head, and Jess knew with crystal clarity that she'd figured out too much, too late. They weren't here to scare her. They were here to add her name to the list.

She leopard-crawled across the floor toward the back exit, trying to stay below the window line. Her hands came away sticky with something that might have been coffee or might have been blood—she couldn't tell and didn't have time to care.

The front door exploded inward with a crash that made her ears ring.

"Where's the bondswoman?" The voice was cold, professional. Not some tweaked-out junkie looking for quick cash. This was business.

Heavy boots crunched across broken glass. Two sets, moving with tactical precision.

Jess's fingers closed around the emergency go-bag she kept behind the filing cabinet—ten grand in cash, fake ID, clean gun, and the flash drive that contained every piece of evidence she'd been collecting. Insurance, she'd called it. Proof that someone was systematically murdering defendants before they could testify.

Insurance that was about to get her killed.

"Check the back," came another voice. "Bradley wants this clean. No witnesses, no evidence."

Bradley.

The name hit her like a physical blow. Kyle Bradley—the regional crime boss who owned half the judges and three-quarters of the cops in this part of Arizona. She'd been tracking his organization for months, watching his people walk on charges that should have put them away for decades.

Now she knew why. You couldn't testify if you were dead.

She made it to the back door as the first gunman rounded her desk. The deadbolt turned easily—thank God she'd kept it oiled—and then she was outside in the blazing Arizona heat, running for her life across the cracked asphalt parking lot.

Her Honda Civic sat twenty yards away, keys in her pocket, engine block between her and the men who wanted her dead.

She almost made it.

The bullet caught her in the left shoulder, spinning her around and sending her crashing into the side of her car. Pain exploded through her body like liquid fire, but she kept moving. Had to keep moving.

Keys, where were her fucking keys?

"There!" One of the shooters had made it outside. "Don't let her reach the street!"

Jess's fingers found the keys just as another bullet sparked off the concrete inches from her head. She dove into the driver's seat, blood soaking through her white blouse, and jammed the key into the ignition.

The engine turned over on the first try—the only piece of good luck she'd had all day.

She gunned it backward out of the parking space, using the car as a battering ram to clear the way to the street. More gunfire erupted behind her, spider-webbing her rear window but not stopping her forward momentum.

Right turn onto Central Avenue, tires screaming. Left on Indian School Road, running red lights and praying some soccer mom in an SUV didn't T-bone her into the next life.

In her rearview mirror, a black SUV pulled out of the bail bonds parking lot. Following.

Jess pressed the accelerator to the floor and aimed her dying car toward the only place she could think of that might offer sanctuary—the desert highways leading north toward Devil's Pass.

She had evidence that could destroy Kyle Bradley's organization. She had ten thousand dollars in cash and a fake ID that might get her to Mexico if she was lucky.

What she didn't have was time.

The shoulder wound was bleeding badly, making her dizzy and weak. The Honda's engine was making unhappy noises after taking those bullets. And the black SUV in her mirror was gaining ground with every mile.

She needed help. She needed someone dangerous enough to stand up to Bradley's crew, someone who didn't give a damn about following the rules.

She needed someone exactly like the kind of man her mother had always warned her to stay away from.

The highway sign for Devil's Pass flashed by her window, and Jess made a choice that would either save her life or end it.

She took the exit.
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Venom spotted the blood trail before he saw the woman.

Three drops of crimson on the cracked linoleum of Rosie's Diner, leading from the front door toward the back corner booth. Fresh blood. Still wet. Someone was hurt and trying to hide.

He'd been tracking Jessica Morgan for six days across four states, following a paper trail that led from a bail bonds office in Phoenix to this shithole truck stop in Devil's Pass. Crawford had hired him to bring her back alive—something about stolen evidence and federal charges—but the details didn't matter. A job was a job, and Venom always delivered.

What mattered was the fifty-thousand-dollar bounty on her head.

He slid into the booth across from her before she noticed him coming. She was hunched over a cup of coffee that had gone cold hours ago, her left shoulder wrapped in a makeshift bandage that was soaked through with blood. Dark circles under green eyes that darted toward every sound. Beautiful face marked by exhaustion and fear.

And something else. Something that made his hunter instincts shift into a different gear entirely.

"Jessica Morgan." He kept his voice low, casual. "You're a hard woman to find."

Her coffee cup hit the table with a sharp crack. Those green eyes snapped to his face, taking in the leather cut with its Chaos Riders patches, the skull tattoos covering his forearms, the predatory stillness that made most people want to run.

She didn't run. Instead, she leaned back and studied him with the same intensity he was using on her.

"Let me guess," she said. "Bounty hunter."

"That's right." Venom let his gaze travel over her face, cataloging the details that the surveillance photos hadn't captured. The stubborn set of her jaw. The way she held herself despite the pain radiating from that shoulder wound. The complete absence of begging or pleading.

Most people in her situation would be crying by now. Offering bribes. Making deals.

Jessica Morgan just stared at him with those steady green eyes and waited.

"Philip Crawford sent you," she continued when he didn't speak. "Fifty thousand, right? That's what I'm worth on paper."

The fact that she knew the bounty amount told him she was smarter than her file suggested. The fact that she wasn't trying to bolt for the exit told him she was tougher.

Both facts made his blood run hotter than they should have.

"Crawford wants you back in Phoenix for questioning," Venom said. "Something about evidence you took from your office before it got shot to hell."

A ghost of a smile crossed her lips. "My office got shot to hell because of the evidence I took. Funny how that works."

"You want to tell me what kind of evidence gets a bail bondswoman marked for execution?"

"The kind that proves someone's been using my client list as a hit list." Her voice was steady, but he caught the tremor in her hands as she reached for her coffee. "Four of my clients dead in four weeks. All of them scheduled to testify against Kyle Bradley's organization. All of them eliminated before they could open their mouths in court."

Bradley. Venom knew that name—regional crime boss with his fingers in everything from drug running to human trafficking. The kind of man who solved problems with bullets instead of lawyers.

The kind of man who would definitely want a nosy bail bondswoman silenced permanently.

"So you stole evidence to prove it," he said.

"I documented everything. Client records, court schedules, assassination timelines. Enough to put Bradley and his whole network away for life." She lifted her chin in a gesture that was equal parts defiance and desperation. "Too bad I'm not going to live long enough to testify."

Something twisted in Venom's chest at those words. Something that had nothing to do with the job and everything to do with the brave, broken woman sitting across from him.

He'd spent two years chasing bail jumpers and fugitives across the country, bringing them back to face whatever justice waited for them. Most of them were guilty as hell and deserved whatever they got. Some of them were just unlucky.

But none of them had ever looked at him the way Jessica Morgan was looking at him right now. Like she was measuring him. Like she was trying to figure out if he was another predator come to collect his prize, or something else entirely.

The diner door chimed, and three men in dark suits walked in. Not customers. Not truckers grabbing coffee and pie. These were hunters, just like him, but with corporate badges instead of MC patches.

Crawford's cleanup crew.

Venom's hand moved to the Sig Sauer holstered under his left arm, muscle memory and instinct taking over before his brain caught up. The lead man—pale, thin, with the dead eyes of a professional killer—was scanning the diner systematically.

Looking for Jessica.

"Friends of yours?" she asked quietly.

"Not even close." He stood up in one fluid motion, his body blocking their line of sight to her. "Back exit?"

"Through the kitchen." She was already moving, sliding out of the booth with practiced silence despite the shoulder wound. "Why are you helping me?"

Venom didn't have an answer for that. Couldn't explain why every protective instinct he possessed had suddenly kicked into overdrive. Couldn't explain why the thought of those corporate killers putting their hands on her made him want to paint the diner walls with their blood.

"Because fuck Philip Crawford," he said instead.

The first gunman had spotted them. His hand was moving inside his jacket.

Venom drew and fired in one smooth motion, putting two rounds center mass before the man could clear leather. The Sig's report echoed through the diner like thunder, and the other two shooters dove for cover behind overturned tables.

"Move!" He grabbed Jessica's good arm and hauled her toward the kitchen, bullets chewing up the floor where they'd been standing. She stumbled but kept pace, her survival instincts matching his step for step.

They burst through the kitchen doors as the remaining gunmen opened up with automatic weapons, turning the dining area into a free-fire zone. The cook—a grizzled old man who'd probably seen enough violence to last three lifetimes—took one look at them and pointed toward the service entrance.

"Alley," he grunted. "Go."

Venom's Harley was parked behind the diner, a black and chrome monster built for speed and intimidation. He kicked it to life as Jessica climbed on behind him, her arms wrapping around his waist with desperate strength.

"Can you ride?" he shouted over the engine noise.

"Do I have a choice?"

The service door exploded outward, and Crawford's remaining killers poured into the alley with murder in their eyes. Venom gunned the Harley forward, front wheel lifting off the pavement as they roared toward the street.

More gunfire erupted behind them, muzzle flashes lighting up the alley like deadly fireworks. A bullet sparked off the bike's exhaust pipe, close enough to singe the leather on his boot.

Then they were on the open road, the Harley's engine screaming as they put distance between themselves and the men who wanted Jessica dead.

She was pressed against his back, her body molded to his, and even through the adrenaline and the danger, Venom could feel the effect she was having on him. The way she fit against him. The trust she was showing by putting her life in his hands.

The absolute certainty that he was going to protect her, no matter what it cost him.

"Where are we going?" she yelled in his ear.

Venom shifted gears and opened the throttle wider, the desert highway stretching out ahead of them like a promise of freedom.

"Somewhere safe," he called back. "Somewhere Crawford's people won't find us."

What he didn't tell her was that there was no such place. Not really. Crawford had resources, connections, and enough money to buy whatever kind of justice he wanted.

But Venom had something Crawford didn't have.

He had the Chaos Riders.

And he was starting to realize that Jessica Morgan might be worth going to war for.
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The gas station bathroom mirror showed Jess exactly how close to death she looked.

Her face was chalk-white except for the dark circles under her eyes. The makeshift bandage on her shoulder was completely soaked through with blood, and her hands shook as she tried to peel away the saturated gauze. The bullet had torn through muscle and sinew, leaving a ragged hole that needed stitches and antibiotics and a real doctor.

What it was getting instead was truck stop first aid and whatever painkillers she could buy off the shelf.

"You're going to bleed out if you keep picking at that." Venom's voice came from right outside the bathroom door. He'd been standing guard while she tried to clean herself up, but his patience was clearly wearing thin.

"I'm fine," she lied, pressing fresh paper towels against the wound. The white turned red instantly.

"Bullshit. You've lost enough blood to drop a horse, and we've got at least six more hours of riding ahead of us."

Six more hours pressed against his back, feeling the flex and shift of muscles under leather, breathing in the scent of motor oil and danger that clung to him like cologne. Six more hours of trying to ignore the way her body responded to his proximity, even when she was bleeding and running for her life.

She'd never been attracted to dangerous men before. Her type had always been accountants and middle managers—safe, predictable guys who paid their taxes and called their mothers on Sundays. Men who would never put a bullet in someone's chest without blinking, the way Venom had done back at the diner.

Men who would never make her feel like she was burning alive from the inside out just by sitting behind them on a motorcycle.

"Jess." His voice was closer now, right against the door. "Let me help."

"I don't need help." But even as she said it, another wave of dizziness washed over her. She gripped the sink edge to keep from falling, her vision swimming with black spots.

The door opened before she could protest. Venom filled the frame, his dark eyes taking in her blood-soaked shirt and the pile of crimson paper towels on the counter.

"Christ." He stepped inside and locked the door behind him, the small space suddenly feeling microscopic with his presence filling it. "You're going to pass out."

"I'm not going to—"

The world tilted sideways, and suddenly his arms were around her, holding her upright against his chest. The scent of leather and male heat surrounded her, and for just a moment, she let herself lean into his strength.

"Easy," he murmured against her hair. "I've got you."

Those three words shouldn't have affected her the way they did. She was a bail bondswoman who'd spent five years tracking down fugitives and dealing with the worst kinds of criminals. She didn't need rescuing, and she sure as hell didn't need some outlaw biker making her feel safe when nothing
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