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Chapter 1: Old Grudges
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Diesel slammed his fist on the conference table hard enough to rattle the empty beer bottles from last night's church meeting. "This federal cooperation bullshit is gonna destroy everything we built."

"Sit the fuck down." Jake's voice cut through the compound's meeting room like a blade. The club president didn't look up from the expansion plans spread across the scarred oak surface, but his authority filled the space. "We're making money hand over fist with these contracts."

Diesel remained standing, his massive frame casting shadows across the documents detailing their legitimate business operations. Medical contracts, artistic services, security consulting—all of it stinking of federal oversight and government strings. "Money ain't worth selling our souls to the feds."

Marcus leaned back in his chair, tattoos rippling across his arms as he crossed them. "You got a better plan for keeping the Lords from regrouping? Because last I checked, Jessica Quinn's intelligence is the only thing standing between us and another war."

The mention of that woman made Diesel's jaw clench. Reformed thief turned federal witness, now under their protection whether he liked it or not. She represented everything wrong with their new direction—cooperation with the system instead of operating outside it.

"Don't know why we're protecting some criminal who'll sell us out the first chance she gets." Diesel grabbed his leather jacket from the back of his chair. "I'm gonna check the perimeter before more feds show up wanting favors."

Jake finally looked up, his dark eyes holding a warning. "You got a problem with club decisions, you voice them here. Not out there where civilians can hear."

Diesel headed for the door without responding. Outside, the Arizona heat hit him like a physical blow, but it was nothing compared to the fire burning in his chest. Twenty years he'd been patched into this club, and now they were playing house with federal agents and protecting witnesses like some kind of government subcontractors.

His Harley roared to life beneath him, the familiar rumble doing nothing to calm his rage. He gunned it toward the Devil's Den, needing distance from the compound and all its federal-cooperation horseshit.

The bar sat on the edge of their territory, a weathered building that had seen better decades. Diesel parked and was heading inside when movement in the alley caught his attention. Someone was crouched beside the delivery entrance, hands working at the lock with professional precision.

Every instinct screamed threat.

He moved silently across the gravel, grateful for once that he'd worn his boots instead of riding shoes. The figure was small, dressed in dark clothes, and completely focused on the lock. Professional technique, expensive tools—this wasn't some junkie looking for beer money.

Diesel struck fast, one arm snaking around the intruder's throat while his other hand trapped their wrists. The lock picks scattered across the ground as his captive went rigid.

"Well, well." A woman's voice, breathless but not panicked. "You move quiet for such a big bastard."

He spun her around, keeping his grip firm but not crushing. Dark hair, sharp green eyes, and a face that would've been pretty if it wasn't set in lines of determination and desperation. Jessica Quinn, in the flesh.

"What the fuck are you doing here?" He kept his voice low, but the menace was clear.

She met his gaze without flinching. "Working."

"This is club property. Protected business." His grip tightened just enough to make his point. "You trying to steal from us?"

"Not steal." Her eyes flicked to the scattered lock picks. "Investigate."

"Bullshit." Diesel pulled her closer, close enough to smell her shampoo and see the pulse beating in her throat. "You're casing the place for your federal handlers."

Something flickered across her face—hurt, maybe, or anger. "I don't have federal handlers. Not anymore."

"Right. And I'm the fucking Pope." He started walking her toward his bike, one hand still wrapped around her arm. "You're coming with me."

"Wait." She dug her heels in, and he was surprised by her strength. "Just listen for thirty seconds."

"Lady, I don't—"

"The Lords are planning something big." The words came out in a rush. "They've been watching this place, watching all your businesses. They know about the federal contracts, the cooperation agreements. And they're planning to use it against you."

Diesel stopped walking. "Keep talking."

"They're blackmailing me." Her voice dropped to barely above a whisper. "My sister... they have information that could destroy her career, her life. They wanted me to gather intelligence on your security systems, your federal connections."

"And you thought breaking into our bar was the smart play?"

"I thought maybe I could find evidence of what they're really planning." She looked up at him, and for the first time, he saw fear beneath the determination. "They're not just trying to rebuild, Diesel. They're planning something that'll bring federal heat down on all of us."

The sound of his name from her lips made something twist in his chest. He released her arm but didn't step back. "How do you know my name?"

"I know all your names. Part of the job." She rubbed her wrist where he'd held her. "I also know you hate federal cooperation more than anyone in the club."

"Smart girl."

"Smart enough to know you're the only one who might listen." She bent to gather her scattered tools, and he found himself watching the way she moved—fluid, careful, professional. "They're planning to hit your federal contracts. All of them. Medical center, artistic compound, security consulting. They want to make it look like the club betrayed the cooperation agreements."

Diesel felt ice form in his stomach. If the Lords could make it look like Chaos Riders had violated their federal arrangements, it would destroy everything Jake had built. "Got proof?"

"Some." She straightened, lock picks palmed efficiently. "Not enough to convince your federal-loving president."

"But enough to convince me?"

She studied his face for a long moment. "Maybe. If you're willing to listen to a reformed criminal who's trying to keep her sister alive."

The smart play was to drag her back to the compound, let Jake and the others sort it out. But something in her voice, in the way she held herself like she expected rejection but was asking anyway, made him hesitate.

"Get on the bike," he said finally.

Her eyebrows rose. "What?"

"You want to convince me? We're gonna talk somewhere private." He threw his leg over the Harley and looked back at her. "Unless you'd rather explain to Jake why you were breaking into our property."

Jessica Quinn looked at his bike, then back at his face. Whatever she saw there made her decision. She climbed on behind him, her arms wrapping around his waist as the engine roared back to life.

As they pulled away from the Devil's Den, Diesel tried to ignore the way her body pressed against his back, the way her hands felt clasped over his stomach. He had bigger problems than being attracted to a federal witness with criminal skills and dangerous enemies.

But damn if she didn't feel perfect sitting behind him on his bike, holding on like she trusted him to keep her safe.

Even if he wasn't sure he trusted her not to destroy them all.
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Jessica's fingers flew across her laptop keyboard, the encryption software loading while Diesel paced behind her in the abandoned warehouse. Every few seconds she glanced at the windows, watching for movement that might mean the Lords had found them.

"Stop looking so nervous," Diesel growled. "Makes me think you're setting me up."

"If I wanted to set you up, I'd have picked somewhere with better cell reception." She pulled up a series of photographs, security camera footage from three different locations. "Look at this."

He leaned over her shoulder, close enough that she could smell leather and motor oil and something purely male. Focus, Jessica. Her sister's life depended on keeping this dangerous man interested in her intelligence instead of dragging her back to his president.

"Lords survivors casing your medical center," she said, pointing to grainy figures in the parking lot. "This was two days ago."

Diesel's hand slammed down on the table beside her laptop. "How'd you get federal surveillance footage?"

"I didn't steal it, if that's what you're asking." Jessica clicked to the next image. "My former partner in the security consulting business has connections. Had connections. Before the Lords threatened to expose his military discharge records unless he helped them."

"Your partner's working for them?"

"My partner's dead." The words came out flat, emotionless. She'd learned not to show weakness when discussing casualties. "Car accident. Very convenient timing."

Diesel went still behind her. "They killed him."

"Can't prove it. But Marcus taught me not to believe in coincidences." She pulled up another set of photos. "Your artistic compound, yesterday morning. Same team, different target."

The images showed two men in maintenance uniforms examining the compound's security cameras. Professional reconnaissance, the kind that preceded serious action.

"Son of a bitch." Diesel's voice was deadly quiet. "They're mapping all our federal contract locations."

Jessica nodded, clicking through more surveillance photos. "Every business with government connections, every facility that handles federal cooperation. They're building a complete picture of your legitimate operations."

"To hit them all at once."

"To make it look like you violated your cooperation agreements." She turned to face him, and immediately regretted it. He was standing too close, his dark eyes focused on her with an intensity that made her breath catch. "If they can frame the club for attacking federal facilities, your protection disappears overnight."

Diesel studied her face like he was trying to read her thoughts. "Why should I believe you?"

"Because three months ago, I was running security consulting for small businesses. Clean work, legitimate clients, building a reputation that would let me sleep at night." Jessica stood up, needing distance from his overwhelming presence. "Then the Lords contacted me. Said they had evidence that my sister embezzled money from her law firm's client accounts. Video footage, financial records, emails. All fake, but good enough to destroy her career and put her in prison."

"So you rolled over."

The accusation hit like a slap. "I tried to find another way. Hired private investigators, looked for leverage against the Lords, even considered running." She walked to the window, checking the street again. "But they made it clear that running would just mean they'd hurt more people. My sister, her kids, anyone I cared about."

"What did they want?"

"Intelligence on Chaos Riders security systems. Federal cooperation protocols. Anything that would help them plan coordinated strikes." Jessica turned back to face him. "I've been feeding them outdated information and false schedules for six weeks. But they're getting suspicious."

Diesel moved closer, and she had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. "So you decided to break into our bar instead?"

"I decided to see if I could find evidence of what they're really planning." She held his gaze, even though every instinct told her to step back. "Marcus always said the best defense was knowing your enemy's next move."

"This Marcus, he taught you more than security consulting."

"He taught me how to survive." The admission slipped out before she could stop it. "How to read people, how to spot lies, how to disappear when necessary. And how to tell when someone's about to cross a line they can't come back from."

Something shifted in Diesel's expression. "You think I'm about to cross a line?"

"I think you're deciding whether to trust me or eliminate me." Jessica kept her voice steady, professional. "And I think you're smart enough to know that eliminating me won't solve your Lords problem."

He stepped closer, close enough that she could feel heat radiating from his body. "What makes you think I give a damn about solving problems the smart way?"

"Because you came here instead of dragging me straight to your president." She forced herself not to back down as he invaded her space. "Because you're listening to intelligence from a reformed criminal instead of writing me off as federal manipulation."

"Maybe I just want to know what I'm dealing with before I decide how to handle you."

The words sent a shiver down her spine that had nothing to do with fear. Jessica had spent two years working with dangerous men, but none of them had affected her the way this one did. Diesel radiated violence and control in equal measure, but there was something else underneath—a code, a loyalty that ran deeper than simple brutality.

"I can give you more than intelligence," she said quietly. "I can give you access."

His eyes narrowed. "What kind of access?"

"The Lords think I'm still working for them. They trust me enough to include me in planning meetings." Jessica pulled out her phone, scrolling to a text message. "Tomorrow night, warehouse district. They're meeting to finalize their timeline."

Diesel took the phone, reading the message. His jaw clenched as he handed it back. "You're talking about going undercover."

"I'm talking about getting you the intelligence you need to protect your club." She slipped the phone back into her pocket. "Unless you'd rather wait for them to hit your medical center while kids are getting treatment."

The mention of children made his expression go deadly cold. Jessica had done her research—she knew about Alexander Johnson, about Mila Reynolds, about all the family members who'd found safety within the club's protection.

"This is a bad idea," Diesel said finally.

"Probably."

"Could get you killed."

"Definitely."

He was quiet for a long moment, studying her face. "Why risk it?"

"Because my sister doesn't deserve to pay for my past mistakes." Jessica met his gaze steadily. "And because if the Lords succeed in framing your club, a lot of innocent people are going to get hurt."

Diesel reached out, his fingers grazing her cheek so lightly she might have imagined it. "You got any idea what you're asking me to let you do?"

The unexpected gentleness in his touch made her throat tight. "I'm asking you to trust me long enough to save your family."

"My family." His hand dropped away. "You don't know anything about my family."

"I know enough." Jessica stepped back, needing space to think clearly. "I know you'd die before you'd let anything happen to them. I know you hate federal cooperation but you love your brothers more than you hate the government. And I know you're the only one who might be willing to work with a criminal to protect them."

Diesel stared at her for what felt like hours. Finally, he pulled out his own phone. "I'm calling Jake."

"Wait—"

"You want to play
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