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The warehouse reeked of gun oil and betrayal.

Detective Claire Hamilton crouched behind a shipping container, watching six months of undercover work dissolve into smoke and sirens. The weapons cache she'd been tracking—enough illegal firearms to arm half the gangs in Reno—had vanished like morning mist. Empty crates mocked her from across the concrete floor while distant police radios crackled with reports of suspects fleeing the scene.

"Son of a bitch." She holstered her Glock and stepped into the open, surveying the perfectly clean warehouse that should have been packed with evidence. No fingerprints. No serial numbers. No goddamn guns.

Her phone buzzed. Federal Agent Mark Donaldson's name flashed on the screen.

"Hamilton, heard you hit the location. Everything secure?"

Claire's jaw tightened. She'd briefed Donaldson on the warehouse raid exactly four hours ago. Somehow, the targets had received enough advance warning to sanitize the entire operation before Metro PD arrived.

"Yeah, Mark. Secure as a empty fucking tomb." She kicked an abandoned cardboard box, sending it skittering across the concrete. "Funny how they managed to move two tons of weapons in the time it took us to get a warrant."

"These things happen, detective. Bad intelligence, maybe. I'll file the federal report."

"You do that." Claire ended the call and stared at the phone. Third time in six months her federal contact had received detailed briefings. Third time the targets had vanished before arrests could be made.

Either Mark Donaldson was the unluckiest ATF liaison in Nevada, or he was dirty as week-old dishwater.

Claire drove her unmarked sedan through Reno's industrial district, past auto shops and storage facilities that might hide enough illegal weapons to start a small war. The private gun show at the fairgrounds would be crawling with prohibited buyers looking to purchase firearms they couldn't legally own. Perfect hunting ground for an undercover detective with nothing left to lose.

She parked between two pickup trucks flying Confederate flags and checked her appearance in the rearview mirror. Faded jeans, black t-shirt, and a leather jacket that concealed her backup piece. The wire taped to her ribs felt like ice against her skin.

The fairground exhibition hall buzzed with the low murmur of serious business. Folding tables displayed everything from hunting rifles to military-style equipment, while buyers moved between vendors with the focused intensity of wolves selecting prey. Claire recognized the type—men who paid cash, asked no questions, and disappeared into the urban landscape with enough firepower to turn neighborhood disputes into massacres.

She approached a table where a balding man in his fifties examined assault rifle modifications with professional interest. Paul Lupica, according to her intelligence files. Licensed firearms dealer who allegedly sold to straw purchasers for criminal organizations.

"Nice selection," Claire commented, gesturing to the weapon accessories.

Lupica glanced up, evaluating her with pale eyes. "Looking for anything specific, sweetheart?"

"Something reliable. Street-ready." She let her voice carry the hard edge of someone who'd seen too much violence. "Friend of mine said you might have inventory that's not on display."

"Depends what your friend needs." Lupica's attention sharpened. "Some customers have special requirements."

"The kind that come with extra paperwork hassles."

Lupica nodded slowly. "Meeting room B in twenty minutes. Bring cash."

Claire moved away, adrenaline singing through her veins. After months of dead ends and compromised operations, she finally had a live lead on illegal weapons sales. She wandered between vendors, establishing her cover while mentally cataloging faces and license plates for her report.

That's when she felt eyes watching her.

Not the casual attention of vendors hoping to make sales, but the focused observation of someone who recognized lethal behavior. Claire's survival instincts, honed by eight years working undercover assignments, screamed warnings as she scanned the crowd.

There. Near the back exit, partially concealed by a display of hunting equipment.

The man watching her looked like he'd stepped out of a fucking gentleman's club. Expensive suit tailored to accommodate broad shoulders and lean muscle. Dark hair touched with silver at the temples. Face that belonged in corporate boardrooms or country club dining rooms, except for eyes that had seen violence up close and personal.

He studied her with the patient intensity of someone who knew exactly what she was doing and found it interesting rather than threatening. When their gazes met across the crowded exhibition hall, Claire felt electricity arc between them like a live wire touching bare skin.

The stranger smiled—slow, menacing, and completely confident—before melting back into the crowd like smoke.

Claire's heart hammered against her ribs. In eight years of police work, she'd never experienced attraction that hit like a physical blow. The elegant stranger radiated the kind of sophisticated threat that should have triggered every professional warning in her head.

Instead, she found herself searching the crowd, hoping to catch another glimpse of eyes that promised both protection and peril in equal measure.

Her phone vibrated with a text message: Meeting moved to parking lot. White van, southeast corner.

Claire frowned. Lupica had specified meeting room B. Changing locations at the last minute suggested either heightened security or potential trap. She should call for backup, follow proper protocols, wait for support units.

But six months of compromised operations had taught her that official channels leaked like a sieve. By the time backup arrived, Lupica would vanish along with any evidence of illegal sales.

Claire checked her weapon, adjusted the wire, and headed for the parking lot. Sometimes a detective had to trust her instincts over department procedures.

The southeast corner of the parking lot stretched into shadows cast by towering pine trees. Claire approached the white van with combat awareness, noting exit routes and potential cover while her right hand remained close to her concealed Glock.

The van's side door slid open. Instead of Paul Lupica, a mountain of muscle in a sheriff's deputy uniform stepped into view. Steve Chiovari smiled with the kind of anticipation that meant someone was about to have a very bad day.

"Detective Hamilton. You've been asking a lot of questions about firearms sales."

Claire's blood turned to ice water. Her cover identity was solid—it would take serious law enforcement connections to link her real name to her undercover persona.

"I think you've got me confused with someone else." She backed away, calculating distances to her vehicle and potential witnesses.

"No confusion." Chiovari's hand rested on his sidearm. "Reynolds wants to have a conversation about your federal friends. Especially the ones who've been feeding you information."

Two more men emerged from behind parked vehicles. Not law enforcement. The kind of muscle that specialized in making problems disappear permanently.

Claire's radio was in her car. Her backup piece was under her jacket. Three armed men blocked her retreat while the parking lot remained empty of potential witnesses.

She reached for her weapon just as footsteps approached from behind.

"Gentlemen, I believe you're making the lady uncomfortable."

The voice carried cultured Southern refinement wrapped around steel core authority. Claire glanced over her shoulder to see the elegant stranger from the gun show, now close enough to reveal details that made her pulse race for entirely different reasons.

He moved with fluid grace that spoke of professional violence training. His suit jacket hung open, revealing the shoulder holster of someone who carried serious firepower with casual expertise. When he smiled at Chiovari and his associates, the expression promised swift and permanent solutions to immediate problems.

"This doesn't concern you, friend." Chiovari's hand tightened on his weapon. "Walk away."

"I'm afraid that's not possible." The stranger's tone remained conversational while his eyes went arctic cold. "You see, the detective and I have business to discuss. I'd hate for misunderstandings to interfere with commercial relationships."

Claire felt the shift in dynamics as three armed men suddenly realized they might be outgunned by a single opponent who radiated lethal competence like expensive cologne. The stranger's presence changed the equation from three-against-one to something far more complex and threatening.

"Last warning," Chiovari snarled. "This is official police business."

"Then I suppose you won't mind if I verify your credentials with dispatch." The stranger produced a phone with casual indifference to the weapons pointed in his direction. "Unless, of course, you're conducting unofficial business that wouldn't survive scrutiny."

Chiovari's face flushed red. His associates shifted nervously, suddenly aware they'd walked into a situation that had escalated beyond their comfort zone.

The stranger stepped closer to Claire, positioning himself between her and immediate threats while maintaining perfect awareness of all potential attack vectors. She caught his scent—expensive cologne mixed with gun oil and something indefinably masculine that made her knees weak.

"I suggest you gentlemen consider alternative entertainment," he continued with lethal politeness. "The lady clearly has other plans for her evening."

For a long moment, violence hung in the air like smoke. Then Chiovari jerked his head toward his associates.

"This isn't over, Hamilton."

They retreated to a black SUV and disappeared into traffic, leaving Claire alone with the most formidable and attractive man she'd ever encountered.

"Detective Claire Hamilton," he said, extending his hand with formal courtesy. "Jack Beauregard. Though most people call me Django."

His grip was firm, warm, and sent electricity racing up her arm. When she looked into his eyes—gray like storm clouds over the Sierra Nevada—she saw intelligence, violence, and something that made her breath catch in her throat.

"Thank you." Her voice came out huskier than intended. "Though I'm curious how you knew my real name."

Django's smile promised secrets worth discovering. "Let's just say I have extensive experience with federal investigations. And the people who sabotage them."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Claire stared at Django's extended hand, her detective instincts warring with the electric pull of attraction. Everything about this man screamed sophisticated menace, from his perfectly tailored suit to the way he'd handled three armed men like they were unruly children.

"You didn't answer my question," she said, but took his hand anyway. The contact sent heat racing up her arm and straight to her core. "How do you know who I am?"

"Because I make it my business to know when federal investigations get sabotaged." Django's thumb brushed across her knuckles before he released her hand. "Walk with me, detective. These parking lots have ears."

Claire followed him toward a midnight-black Harley Davidson that looked like it cost more than her annual salary. The bike was all sleek lines and chrome detailing, the kind of machine that turned heads and broke speed limits with equal efficiency.

"Nice ride." She ran her fingers along the custom leather seat. "ATF pension must be better than Metro PD."

Django's laugh held no humor. "Former ATF. Emphasis on former." He handed her a spare helmet that appeared from nowhere. "Trust me?"

The question carried weight beyond motorcycle safety. Claire looked into those storm-gray eyes and made a decision that would have horrified her training officers. She pulled on the helmet and climbed behind him, her thighs bracketing his hips as the powerful engine rumbled to life.

Django's body radiated heat and controlled strength. When he accelerated out of the parking lot, Claire instinctively wrapped her arms around his waist, feeling the solid muscle beneath his expensive shirt. The intimacy of their position—her breasts pressed against his back, her hands splayed across his abdomen—sent awareness spiraling through her system.

They rode through Reno's neon-lit streets, past casinos and strip clubs toward the darker industrial sections where legitimate businesses gave way to enterprises that operated in legal gray areas. Django handled the Harley with the same confident precision he'd shown facing down armed men, taking corners that would have terrified lesser riders.

Twenty minutes later, they pulled through massive iron gates that clanged shut behind them with mechanical finality. Claire found herself staring at a compound that looked like a cross between a fortress and a biker paradise. Multiple buildings sprawled across fifty acres, connected by paved roads and surrounded by high fencing topped with razor wire.

"Welcome to Reckoning Riders territory," Django said, helping her off the bike. His hands lingered at her waist, fingers spanning the space between her ribs and hips. "Home sweet home."

The main clubhouse loomed ahead, all wood and stone construction that spoke of permanence and serious money. Motorcycles lined the parking area—Harleys, Indians, and custom builds that represented hundreds of thousands of dollars in chrome and steel. Men in leather cuts moved between the machines with the casual alertness of soldiers on familiar ground.

"Reckoning Riders," Claire repeated, processing the implications. "You're MC."

"We prefer 'motorcycle enthusiasts with strong opinions about justice.'" Django's smile carried dark humor. "Come on. The brothers will want to meet the detective who's been stirring up Reynolds' operation."

Claire's steps faltered. "How do you know about Reynolds?"

"Because Victor Reynolds has been flooding our territory with illegal weapons for eight years. Every gang shooting, every domestic violence escalation, every dead kid caught in crossfire—that blood flows from his gun shows." Django's voice turned arctic. "We've been tracking his network since before you started your investigation."

The clubhouse interior surprised her. Instead of the stereotypical biker bar she'd expected, Claire found herself in a space that blended motorcycle culture with surprising sophistication. Leather furniture that looked expensive rather than shabby. A bar stocked with top-shelf liquor alongside beer taps. Pool tables and big-screen televisions, but also bookshelves and what appeared to be a computer setup that would make federal agencies jealous.

Men looked up as they entered—lean, scarred, dangerous in the way that came from surviving violence rather than seeking it. Their cuts displayed patches and rockers that marked territory and hierarchy, but their eyes held intelligence that belied any stereotypes about dumb muscle.

"Brothers," Django called out. "Meet Detective Claire Hamilton. The woman who's been making Reynolds nervous."

A mountain of a man with graying hair and president's patches approached. His handshake could have crushed bones, but his grip remained respectfully firm.

"Smoke," he introduced himself. "Django says you've been having federal cooperation problems."

"You could say that." Claire studied the faces surrounding her—curious, evaluating, but
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