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The grocery store parking lot stretched empty under the Arizona sun, heat waves shimmering off black asphalt. Wolf crouched behind a rusted pickup truck, watching three men position themselves around the entrance to Miller's Market. They moved like hunters circling prey, and he knew exactly who they were hunting.

Dr. Tori Vines. Zero's woman. The pack's first family.

Wolf's jaw clenched as he counted weapons—two pistols, one knife visible, probably more hidden. These weren't random street thugs. They moved with purpose, coordinated like they'd done this before. Like they knew Tori's shopping schedule, knew she'd be alone with little Ellie.

Three years he'd been hunting threats against the Desert Wolves families. Three years of tracking down every piece of shit who thought targeting MC wives and children was a smart play. His success rate was one hundred percent, because failure meant dead family members.

Not happening. Not on his watch.

The lead gunman checked his phone, nodded to his partners. Wolf recognized the signal—target acquired, moving into position. His finger found the trigger of his Glock 19, muscle memory from a thousand operations keeping his hands steady.

The automatic doors slid open and Tori emerged, pushing a cart with one hand while balancing eighteen-month-old Ellie on her hip. The little girl pointed at birds flying overhead, chattering in the way toddlers do, completely oblivious to the danger circling them.

Zero's daughter. Zero's woman. Wolf's brothers to protect.

The first gunman started moving, hand drifting toward his concealed weapon. Wolf rose from behind the truck, sighting down his barrel with practiced precision. No warnings, no negotiations. These bastards had made their choice when they decided to hunt pack family.

The Glock barked twice. Center mass, just like the Corps taught him. The lead gunman dropped, his weapon skittering across hot asphalt before he even knew he was dying.

The second man spun toward the sound, confusion flashing across his face before Wolf's third shot took him down. Clean, efficient, over in seconds.

The third gunman finally got his head in the game, drawing his pistol and scanning for threats. But Wolf was already moving, using parked cars for cover as he closed distance. Twenty feet. Fifteen. Ten.

"Looking for me, asshole?"

The man whipped around, wild-eyed and panicked. Wolf put two rounds in his chest before he could line up a shot. The body hit the ground with a wet thud, blood pooling beneath him in the desert heat.

Three shots, three kills. Brotherhood secure.

Wolf holstered his weapon and surveyed the parking lot. Tori had ducked behind her SUV at the first gunshot, protecting Ellie with her body like Zero had trained her. Smart woman. That's why she'd survived long enough to give the club its first child.

"All clear," Wolf called out, keeping his voice calm and steady. No need to traumatize the kid more than necessary.

Tori's head appeared over the SUV's hood, her analyst brain already processing the scene. She took in the three bodies, Wolf's tactical stance, the way he'd positioned himself between her family and the threat. Zero had chosen well—his woman understood violence when it was necessary.

"Thank you," she said simply, no hysteria or useless questions. Just acknowledgment that he'd done his job.

Wolf nodded and pulled out his encrypted phone, speed-dialing Zero while keeping watch for additional threats. The call connected on the first ring.

"Zero."

"Three hostiles down at Miller's Market. Tori and Ellie secure. You need to get here now."

A pause, then Zero's voice went deadly cold. "On my way. Anyone else?"

"Negative. Clean sweep." Wolf scanned the area again, noting security cameras, potential witnesses, escape routes. "But this was coordinated. They knew her schedule, knew she'd be alone."

"Fuck." Zero's exhale crackled through the phone. "How long do we have?"

Wolf checked his watch, calculating response times for local law enforcement. "Ten minutes before badges show up. Maybe fifteen if we're lucky."

"Enough time. Talon and I are rolling with a cleanup crew. Get Tori and Ellie back to the compound."

"Copy that."

Wolf ended the call and walked over to Tori's SUV, noting how she tracked his movement without appearing threatened. Good instincts. Zero had taught her well.

"We need to go," he told her, opening the driver's door. "Now."

Tori didn't argue, just buckled Ellie into her car seat while Wolf loaded groceries with mechanical efficiency. The little girl watched him with curious dark eyes, completely unaware that three men had just died to keep her safe.

"Doggy!" Ellie pointed at the Desert Wolves patch on Wolf's leather vest, her face lighting up with innocent delight.

Something twisted in Wolf's chest at her trusting smile. This was why he hunted predators in the darkness—so kids like Ellie could point at birds and call him doggy without knowing that monsters existed.

"That's right, sweetheart," Tori murmured, smoothing her daughter's hair. "Uncle Wolf is one of Daddy's brothers."

Uncle Wolf. The title sat strange on him, but not unpleasant. He'd been alone so long, hunting threats in the shadows while his brothers built families. Watching from the outside while Zero and Talon claimed their women, built their futures.

Three years of elimination missions. Three years of perfect kills and empty beds. The brotherhood noticed, he knew. Noticed how he operated alone, how he disappeared after family gatherings, how he'd become the club's ghost—present for the mission, absent from everything else.

Maybe they were right. Maybe he'd been hunting in the darkness so long he'd forgotten how to exist in the light.

Wolf shook off the thought and climbed into the passenger seat, automatically scanning mirrors and sightlines as Tori started the engine. Philosophy could wait. Right now, he had a job to do.

"Drive normal," he instructed, settling back into tactical mode. "No speeding, no sudden moves. Just a mom heading home with her kid."

Tori nodded and pulled out of the parking lot, leaving three corpses cooling in the Arizona sun. In the distance, Wolf could hear sirens starting to wail—Zero's cleanup crew would handle the rest.

The Desert Wolves took care of their own. Always had, always would.

Even if it meant Wolf stayed in the shadows forever.
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Jessica Clooney spread the surveillance photos across her desk like a deck of cards, each image telling a story she was beginning to hate. Tori Vines at the grocery store with her daughter. Gina Rice leaving the courthouse after a late hearing. Desert Wolves wives going about their daily lives, completely unaware they were being watched.

Hunted.

The coffee in her mug had gone cold hours ago, but Jess kept sipping it anyway, needing the bitter taste to match her growing disgust. Six months of "domestic surveillance" cases, all paying triple her normal rate, and she'd been too desperate for the money to ask the right questions.

Now the questions were asking themselves.

Her laptop screen showed bank transfers from Bradford Investigations—clean, professional, legitimate on the surface. But the case files told a different story. Behavioral patterns, shopping schedules, security weaknesses. This wasn't divorce work or cheating spouse documentation. This was tactical intelligence gathering.

And she'd been the weapon.

Jess pushed back from her desk and walked to the window of her small Phoenix office, watching traffic crawl through the afternoon heat. Three years since she'd left Army Intelligence, three years of trying to build something clean and honest in the private sector. Turned out honest didn't pay the bills, and clean clients were harder to find than she'd hoped.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Timothy Bradford: New assignment. Same rate. Details attached.

The attachment loaded slowly, revealing another familiar face—Dr. Tori Vines again, but this time with enhanced detail requirements. Vehicle patterns, companion analysis, security assessment. The kind of intel that preceded an operation.

Jess's stomach dropped as the pieces clicked into place. She wasn't documenting affairs or gathering evidence for custody battles. She was providing targeting information for people who meant these women harm.

The Army had taught her to recognize enemy intelligence preparation, and this had all the hallmarks. Systematic surveillance, pattern analysis, vulnerability assessment. Someone was planning something, and she'd been feeding them everything they needed.

Her encrypted phone—the one she'd kept from her military days—sat in the desk drawer like a judgment. She could call her old contacts, report what she'd discovered, let someone else clean up the mess. But that meant admitting she'd been played, admitting she'd put innocent people in danger for money.

The photos stared back at her from the desk. Tori Vines smiling at her daughter. Gina Rice walking to her car after work. Normal women living normal lives while predators circled in the shadows.

Just like Afghanistan. Just like the village she'd failed to warn in time.

Jess grabbed her Glock 19 from the desk drawer and checked the magazine with automatic precision. Fifteen rounds, one in the chamber. Not enough firepower for a war, but sufficient for reconnaissance and emergency extraction.

She'd sworn she was done with military operations when she left the service, but some responsibilities couldn't be abandoned. These women were civilians, innocents caught in someone else's game. If her intelligence had put them in danger, then she had a duty to get them out.

The Bradford files went into her encrypted drive while she mentally catalogued everything she knew about Desert Wolves MC. Motorcycle club with legitimate business interests, compound somewhere in the desert outside Phoenix, reputation for handling problems with extreme prejudice. Not the kind of organization that took kindly to surveillance operations against their families.

Which meant she needed to approach this carefully. One wrong move and she'd find herself explaining her actions to very dangerous men who might not be inclined to listen.

Jess holstered her weapon and grabbed her surveillance gear—camera with telephoto lens, recording equipment, GPS tracker, binoculars. If she was going to warn them, she needed proof of what Bradford was planning. Evidence that would convince the Desert Wolves she was trying to help, not harm.

The drive to the compound took forty minutes through increasingly desolate desert terrain. Jess parked her black Jeep behind a ridge overlooking the valley, using the high ground to survey the target area through binoculars.

The Desert Wolves compound sprawled across the valley floor like a fortress, with multiple buildings surrounded by defensive barriers and clear sight lines in all directions. Security cameras, motion sensors, and carefully positioned guard posts turned the entire area into a kill zone for anyone stupid enough to approach with hostile intent.

Professional setup. Military precision. These weren't weekend warriors playing biker games—they were trained operators who understood tactical defense.

Movement caught
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