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Brick McClane saw the girl's photo and knew instantly this wasn't just another missing person case.

Something in her eyes—defiant, alive, not yet broken—reminded him of extraction missions in places the government pretended Americans never went. He'd flown Blackhawks into hellholes across the Middle East, pulling out operatives with that same look, people who understood the knife-edge between survival and oblivion.

"Her name's Maggie Reyes. Nineteen years old." Mike Thornton's voice cracked as he slid the photo across the worn wood of the Rogue Horizon clubhouse bar. "My brother's kid. She was working at that new resort down by the state line. Disappeared three days ago."

Brick studied the image. Pretty Latina girl with long dark hair and her father's jawline. Mike had served two tours in Ramadi alongside Brick and Steel before taking shrapnel to the spine that left him with a permanent limp and a collection of pain meds that never quite did the job.

"Police report?" Brick asked, already knowing the answer.

Mike's laugh was a bitter thing. "Sheriff's office says she probably ran off with a boyfriend. Said they'd 'keep an eye out.' Didn't even take a formal statement."

That tracked. Local law enforcement had a selective approach to missing persons—especially when they were brown-skinned and from the wrong side of town.

Brick's fingers tapped a rhythm against the bar as his mind ran calculations. The club wasn't in the business of finding runaways. Not their problem, not their territory. But Mike was family—not blood, but something stronger. Battle-forged brotherhood didn't expire when the uniforms came off.

"Tell me everything," Brick said, pouring two fingers of whiskey and sliding the glass toward Mike. "Start with the resort."

Mike took the drink with hands that trembled slightly. Nerve damage, not fear. Brick had seen him hold position under heavy fire with those same hands.

"Crystal Vista Resort. Opened six months ago near the border. Maggie got a job in housekeeping. Good pay, flexible hours so she could take classes at the community college." He downed the whiskey in one swallow. "She texted her mom every night when her shift ended. Three nights ago, nothing. No call, no text. Her car's still in the employee lot. Resort security says she clocked out at 9:17 PM, but none of the cameras show her leaving the building."

Interesting. Not just a girl who'd run off, then.

"Who owns the resort?" Brick asked.

"Some LLC out of Vegas. Crystal Vista Holdings." Mike leaned forward. "But here's where it gets fucked up. When Rosa—my sister-in-law—went to the resort to ask questions, security practically threw her out. Said Maggie had quit without notice and they had no information."

The pieces started clicking into place in Brick's mind, forming a pattern he'd seen before, though never this close to home.

"One more thing," Mike added, pulling out his phone. "Maggie sent this to her mom the day before she disappeared."

He pulled up a text message with a photo attached. A service corridor with a door marked "Maintenance Only" propped open slightly. The caption read: Something weird going on here. Same guys coming and going all night. Not maintenance.

"She always was too curious for her own good," Mike said, voice hollow.

Brick studied the photo, noting details most would miss. The high-grade security lock. The reinforced hinges. The subtle surveillance camera mounted in the corner of the ceiling. Not standard equipment for a maintenance closet.

"I need to make a call," Brick said, standing up.

Mike caught his arm. "The club won't get involved in this officially, will they? Steel's got enough heat on him after that business with the Sonora Cartel."

Brick's face remained impassive, but his eyes held the cold calculation that had kept him alive through dozens of hot extractions. "This isn't club business. This is personal."

He stepped outside into the California heat, the sun beating down on the compound's gravel lot where half a dozen motorcycles gleamed. His Harley—modified with the custom touches only a former military pilot could appreciate—sat apart from the others. Brick pulled out his burner phone and dialed a number he'd memorized but never used.

The line connected after three rings.

"Identify." A woman's voice. Clipped, professional.

"Sierra-Echo-104." The authentication code was five years old, but if his intel was correct, it would still work.

A pause. "Authentication expired. Who gave you this number?"

"Captain Stevens, 160th SOAR, Bagram, 2011. You were extracting a team that got compromised in Kandahar. Took fire crossing the ridge. I was your pilot."

Another, longer pause. "McClane."

"Cruz."

Stella Cruz had been military intelligence until she wasn't—discharged for an operation that crossed lines even the brass wouldn't publicly acknowledge existed. Now she operated in shadows—part mercenary, part vigilante, with a specialized focus on human trafficking networks along the border.

"I need information," Brick said, watching a hawk circle overhead. "Crystal Vista Resort."

The silence on the other end told him everything he needed to know.

"You're working it already," he concluded.

"I don't discuss active operations." Her voice was tight, controlled.

"I've got a nineteen-year-old girl missing. Family of a brother."

"I can't help you."

"Bullshit." Brick rarely swore, which made it effective when he did. "You're the only one running serious anti-trafficking ops in this region, and we both know what that resort is."

The line went silent long enough that he thought she might have hung up. Finally: "Dennison Truck Stop. Tomorrow. Noon. Come alone."

The call ended.

Brick pocketed the phone, his mind already calculating logistics. Dennison was an hour south, just off the interstate—neutral ground, public enough to discourage violence, private enough for conversation. Stella was being cautious, which meant the situation was even worse than he'd suspected.

He returned to the clubhouse to find Mike exactly where he'd left him, staring into an empty glass.

"I've got a lead," Brick said. "I need you to go home and sit tight."

Hope flashed across Mike's weathered face. "The club—"

"Not the club," Brick cut him off. "Just me. For now."

Mike nodded, understanding the distinction. Club business meant rules, hierarchy, votes. Personal business meant discretion—and deniability if things went sideways.

"What can I do?" Mike asked.

"Get me everything you have on Maggie. Phone records, social media, friends. And I need access to her room."

"Rosa kept everything exactly as she left it. Hoping..." Mike's voice trailed off.

"Good. I'll come by tonight." Brick clasped Mike's shoulder. "We're going to find her."

After Mike left, Brick moved to the club's secure room—a windowless space with soundproofed walls and a signal jammer that prevented electronic surveillance. Inside, he pulled up the digital map of their territory and the surrounding areas. The Crystal Vista Resort sat just beyond their operational boundary, in the nebulous zone between Rogue Horizon's influence and the territories of smaller criminal organizations.

Perfect placement for an operation that didn't want attention from established players.

He marked the location, then began pulling satellite imagery from sources that were neither public nor legal. His former military clearance had been revoked years ago, but backdoors existed for those who knew where to look. The bird's-eye view showed a sprawling complex with multiple buildings, a large main structure, and several outlying facilities labeled as "spa amenities" on the resort's website.

The layout triggered his tactical instincts. The access roads, the security perimeter, the controlled entry points—it wasn't designed like a resort. It was designed like a forward operating base.

The door opened behind him, and Steel Mackey stepped into the room. The club president's eyes took in the maps and satellite imagery without comment.

"Mike Thornton came to see you," Steel said. Not a question.

"His niece is missing." Brick didn't elaborate further. Steel would already know the details—nothing happened in the clubhouse without his knowledge.

"And you're going to find her." Again, not a question.

Brick met his president's gaze. They'd known each other too long for subterfuge. "Yes."

Steel nodded slowly. "The Crystal Vista is outside our territory."

"I'm aware."

"And your contact?"

Brick's jaw tightened. Nothing got past Steel. "Former military intelligence. Specialized in anti-trafficking operations."

"Stella Cruz." Steel's intel network was better than Brick had given him credit for. "She's dangerous."

"So am I."

Steel studied him for a long moment. "This isn't club business."

"No."

"But you'll need resources."

Brick inclined his head slightly, acknowledging the statement.

Steel sighed. "Keep Spike and Riot in the loop. Take whatever you need. But if this blows back on the club—"

"It won't," Brick cut in.

Steel gave him a look that said he knew better. "Just find the girl, brother. And watch your six. Cruz isn't known for playing well with others."

After Steel left, Brick returned to the satellite imagery, zooming in on the resort's perimeter. His mind was already mapping ingress points, calculating angles and timing, planning for contingencies. It was a process as familiar to him as breathing—the same mental routine he'd performed before every combat mission.

Only this time, it wasn't insurgents or enemy combatants he'd be facing. It was something potentially worse—people who trafficked in human lives, who saw people like Maggie Reyes as commodities to be bought and sold.

His phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number:

Come armed tomorrow. Not for me. —SC

Brick deleted the message immediately, but the warning settled into his bones like a cold truth. Stella Cruz didn't frighten easily. If she was concerned enough to break protocol and send a warning, the situation was volatile.

The girl's face from the photograph flashed in his mind again. Defiant. Alive. Still fighting.

He intended to make sure she stayed that way.
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The Dennison Truck Stop hadn't changed in the fifteen years since Brick had last set foot in the place. Same cracked asphalt, same flickering neon sign, same blend of diesel fumes and greasy food that permeated the air. The kind of place that existed in a permanent state of disrepair but never quite shut down.

Brick parked his Harley at the far end of the lot where he could watch the entrance and the highway. He was twenty minutes early—a habit drilled into him during his military days. In helicopter operations, being late could mean dead operators. The lesson had stuck.

He kept his cut on—the leather vest with the Rogue Horizon MC patch—but left his helmet secured to the bike. The Glock 19 rested against his ribs in a shoulder holster, and the KA-BAR combat knife was strapped to his ankle. Cruz had said to come armed, and Brick never ignored intel from a reliable source.

At 11:55, a dusty gray Toyota 4Runner pulled into the lot. Sensible vehicle choice—ubiquitous in border areas, easily overlooked, sturdy enough for rough terrain. The windows were tinted just dark enough to make identification difficult without being obvious about it.

Stella Cruz stepped out wearing faded jeans, hiking boots, and a loose shirt that could easily conceal a weapon. Her dark hair was pulled back in a practical ponytail, her eyes hidden behind sunglasses despite the overcast day. She scanned the parking lot with the practiced efficiency of someone who'd survived by noticing details others missed.

Her gaze settled on him, and Brick felt a jolt of recognition that had nothing to do with memory. Something primal, immediate. A magnetic pull he hadn't experienced since—

He shut down that line of thinking. This wasn't about that. This was about Maggie Reyes.

Stella approached with measured steps, her posture balanced and ready. She'd always moved like that, even in the war zone—like a predator who knew exactly how dangerous she was and didn't need to advertise it.

"McClane." She stopped a few feet away, removing her sunglasses. Her eyes were the same intense amber he remembered, though there were new lines at the corners. Experience, not age.

"Cruz."

She glanced at his cut. "Thought you'd be more subtle."

"This isn't a covert op. Not yet." Brick nodded toward the diner. "Shall we?"

Stella hesitated, then gave a curt nod. "Booth in the back. I swept it an hour ago. Clean."

They entered the diner and moved to the booth she'd indicated. The vinyl seats were cracked with age, and the laminate table bore the scars of decades of truck drivers' elbows. A waitress approached, but Stella waved her off with a polite smile that didn't reach her eyes.

"Maggie Reyes," Brick said once they were alone. No preamble, no small talk. They weren't those kinds of people.

Stella studied him for a moment, her expression revealing nothing. Then she reached into her bag and slid a manila folder across the table.

"She's alive. Or was three days ago."

Brick opened the folder. Inside was a series of surveillance photos showing a loading dock behind what appeared to be the Crystal Vista Resort. In one image, several young women were being escorted from a service entrance to a van with tinted windows. Maggie Reyes was among them, her face partially visible, her expression blank in a way that suggested sedation.

"Christ," Brick muttered.

"It's a pipeline," Stella said, her voice clinical but with an underlying current of controlled rage. "They recruit young women for legitimate jobs at the resort, identify those without strong family connections or those whose disappearances won't trigger immediate investigations, then move them south."

"Cartel involvement?"

"Los Zetas splinter group. They've diversified beyond drugs. Human trafficking is more profitable and carries lower penalties if they're caught."

Brick studied the other photos. The van. The men escorting the women—professional, alert, armed based on their stance and bulges under their jackets. The timestamp showing 2:17 AM.

"Where were they taking them?" he asked.

"Holding facility near the border. Next stop is Mexico, then distribution to buyers." Her clinical tone never wavered, but her hands had tightened into fists on the table. "They move shipments every three days. Next one is tomorrow night."

Brick's mind raced through the implications. "You're planning an interdiction."

It wasn't a question, and Stella didn't treat it as one. "I've been tracking this network for eight months. The Crystal Vista is just one node in a larger operation. If I shut it down prematurely, they'll scatter and resurface elsewhere."

"Maggie doesn't have time for your long game."

"No, she doesn't," Stella agreed. "Which is why I agreed to meet you. I need the girl out, but without compromising my larger operation."

The calculation was clear: one life now versus potentially dozens later. A cold equation Brick had seen too many times in combat zones.

"I get Maggie out, you continue your investigation," he summarized.

"Yes."

"And what's your timeline for taking down the entire network?"

Stella’s expression tightened. "Three weeks, give or take. I'm waiting for their regional head to make an appearance at the resort. He's careful, rarely surfaces."

Three weeks was an eternity for a girl in Maggie's situation.

"Not good enough," Brick said. "The others at the holding facility—how many?"

"At least twelve, from what I can determine. Mostly young women, a few boys. All between sixteen and twenty-five."

Brick felt cold anger settle into his bones. "We get them all out."

Stella 's eyes narrowed. "We?"

"You need backup, and I've got resources."

For the first time, something like uncertainty flickered across her face. "Your club won't sanction an operation outside your territory, especially against an organization with cartel connections."

"I'm not talking about the club. I'm talking about men I trust."

"Former military?" Her tone suggested she already knew the answer.

Brick nodded. "Special operations backgrounds. Discreet. Capable."

Stella studied him, clearly weighing the risks against the potential benefits. Brick could almost see the tactical calculations running behind her eyes—the same way she'd assessed battlefield scenarios in Afghanistan.

"I work alone," she finally said. "Less variables, less risk."

"And how's that strategy working out for those twelve people at the holding facility?" Brick countered.

The barb hit its mark. A flash of anger crossed her face before her composure returned. "What's your interest in this? Beyond the Reyes girl."

"Does it matter?"

"It does if I'm trusting you at my back."

Fair point. Brick considered his answer carefully. "We protect our own. Mike Thornton bled for this country. His family is our family."

"Noble," Cruz said, her tone suggesting she didn't entirely buy it. "But there's more."

Brick felt his jaw tighten. Stella had always been too perceptive. "I flew extraction missions for eight years. Pulled people out of situations where everyone else had written them off. I know what it's like to be abandoned by the system that's supposed to protect you."

Something shifted in her expression—a moment of genuine recognition. "Kandahar. 2011."

The memory hung between them. A night operation gone sideways. An intelligence team cut off by insurgent forces. No backup coming because officially, they weren't even there. Stella had been the team leader, Brick the pilot who'd defied direct orders to abort and flown into heavy fire to pull them out.

"That was different," she said. "Military operation. Clear parameters."

"Was it?" Brick leaned forward. "You were abandoned because extraction was deemed 'too risky.' Your team was expendable. How is this any different?"

Stella didn't answer immediately. Her fingers tapped a rhythm on the table that Brick recognized as a stress-management technique taught to special operators.

"If—" she began, her emphasis heavy on the word, "—we do this, we do it my way. Surgical. Minimal footprint. No club involvement."

"Agreed."

"I need to know who you're bringing in. Full backgrounds."

"That's not happening." Brick's voice was flat. "You get first names and skill sets. That's it."

She started to object, but Brick cut her off. "These men have lives, Cruz. Jobs. Families. They're not sacrificing their privacy, even for this."

Their eyes locked in silent battle. He could see the struggle in her—the need for complete operational control warring with the pragmatic recognition that she needed help.

"Limited asset information. But I have operational command," she finally conceded.

"Joint command," Brick countered. "You know the target and the network. I know my men and their capabilities."

Another standoff, another calculation behind those amber eyes. "Fine. Joint command." She reached into her bag and pulled out a small leather notebook. "I need to know what we're working with. Skills, equipment, timeline."

For the next hour, they planned in the language of professionals—speaking in tactical shorthand about ingress points, exfiltration routes, contingency plans. Stella had detailed intelligence on the holding facility—a converted ranch house eight miles from the border, guarded by at least six armed men at any time, with a rotating security schedule. Her surveillance had identified vulnerabilities: a shift change at 2 AM, a blind spot in their perimeter coverage, the fact that most guards congregated in a front room to watch soccer matches on Wednesday nights.

Brick outlined the team he planned to assemble: Spike for close-quarters combat, Riot for electronic countermeasures, and Savage for overwatch with a sniper rifle. All men with the skills and temperament for a high-risk extraction.

As they worked, a peculiar energy built between them. The focused intensity of tactical planning mixed with something else—an awareness that had nothing to do with the mission and everything to do with the woman across from him. The way she tucked her hair behind her ear when considering a problem. The precision of her movements. The slight rasp in her voice when she spoke quietly.

Brick caught himself watching her hands as she sketched the facility's layout in her notebook—strong, capable hands with calluses that matched his own. A fighter's hands.

"You're staring," she said without looking up. Her pen never stopped moving.

"Professional assessment," he replied, the lie obvious to both of them.

Stella 's mouth quirked slightly, the closest thing to a smile he'd seen from her. "And your assessment?"

"You're still the most dangerous person in any room you walk into."

She finally glanced up, and something electric passed between them—a current of recognition that went beyond their shared past or present mission. For a breath, neither spoke.

Stella broke the contact first, closing her notebook with deliberate precision. "We need better surveillance on the facility. I've only been able to observe from a distance."

"I can help with that." Brick pulled out his phone and sent a brief, coded text to Riot. "Our intelligence officer can get us satellite imagery and thermal scans."

Her eyebrows rose slightly. "Your club has access to satellite intelligence?"

"We have resources." He left it at that.

Stella studied him for a moment longer, then nodded. "We'll need a more secure place to continue planning. This is too public."

"I've got a place. Off the grid, twenty miles east of here. Former hunting cabin, now a safe house."

"Your club's?"

"Mine. Personal property."

She considered this, then nodded. "I'll follow you there. But first, I need to check in with my source at the resort. She's on thin ice already—management is getting suspicious."

Brick felt the first prickle of concern. "You have someone on the inside?"

"How do you think I got the photos?" Stella gathered her materials with efficient movements. "She's housekeeping staff, like Maggie was. Been feeding me information for two months."

"That's a serious risk."

"It's a calculated one." Stella stood, sliding her bag over her shoulder. "Meet me at the cabin in three hours. I'll bring updated personnel movements and security protocols."

As she turned to leave, Brick caught her wrist—a reflex action he hadn't planned. Her skin was warm under his fingers, her pulse jumping at the contact. For a heartbeat, neither moved.

"Be careful," he said, releasing her. "If they're onto your source..."

Something flashed in Stella 's eyes—surprise, perhaps, at his concern. Or at the contact itself. "I've been doing this a long time, McClane."

"So have I. Doesn't mean we can't get burned."

She studied him for a moment longer, then gave a short nod before turning and walking away. Brick watched her go, noting the way she scanned the diner as she moved—checking faces, exits, potential threats. Always vigilant, always calculating.

Only when she'd disappeared into the parking lot did he realize his heart was beating faster than the situation warranted, his skin still warm where he'd touched her wrist.

Tactical error, he thought grimly. Personal involvement compromised operational judgment. He knew better.

But as he paid for their untouched coffees and headed for his bike, Brick couldn't shake the feeling that this operation had already crossed the line between professional and personal—and not just because of Maggie Reyes.

The sky had darkened with approaching rain as he kickstarted the Harley. Thunder rumbled in the distance, echoing the unease growing in his gut. The mission parameters were expanding, the variables multiplying. Stella with her inside source. The cartel connection. The club's unspoken involvement, despite his assurances to the contrary.

Too many moving pieces. Too many ways it could all go wrong.

But the image of Maggie Reyes—alive, but blank-faced with sedation—hardened his resolve. Whatever complications Stella Cruz brought to the equation, the mission remained clear.

Get the girl out. Get them all out.

The rest he'd deal with as it came.
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Stella Cruz knew the second she pulled away from the truck stop that she'd made a tactical error.

Working with Brick McClane complicated everything. Eight months of meticulous investigation, of careful intelligence gathering, of maintaining operational distance—all potentially compromised by bringing in an unpredictable element. A biker with military training and a personal stake.

She hit the steering wheel with her palm. "Stupid."

But the images of Maggie Reyes and the others haunted her. Nineteen-year-old girls with vacant eyes, being loaded into vans like cargo. Three days ago Stella had watched it happen, had documented it with her long-range camera while maintaining her cover. Had done nothing to stop it because the mission required patience. Required sacrifice.

Required leaving those girls in hell while she built a case to take down the entire network.

The cold equation of undercover work. She'd made peace with it years ago.

Or so she'd thought, until McClane had looked at her with those steel-blue eyes and challenged her calculation. We get them all out.

The rain started as she pulled onto the highway, fat drops splattering against the windshield. Appropriate weather for her mood. Stella checked her mirrors reflexively, scanning for tails as she mentally reviewed her interaction with McClane.

She hadn't expected the physical reaction. That immediate, electric awareness that had nothing to do with their shared history and everything to do with the man himself. The way his presence seemed to fill any space he occupied. The quiet confidence in his
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