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Riot Stark spotted the fear in the woman's eyes the moment she walked into the Rogue Horizon MC clubhouse. Same look he'd seen in villages across Iraq—civilians caught between opposing forces, knowing whatever choice they made would bring consequences.

"Please," she said, voice barely above a whisper. "I didn't know where else to go."

Riot assessed her with the clinical precision he'd developed during his years in Army Intelligence. Mid-thirties. Exhaustion etched into the lines around her eyes. Clothes clean but worn. A small silver cross hanging from her neck. The barely perceptible tremble in her hands spoke of sustained trauma rather than momentary fear.

"What's your name?" he asked, keeping his voice neutral, unthreatening. Different tone than he used on club business. The one he'd developed for frightened informants in war zones.

"Maria Vega." Her eyes darted around the clubhouse's main room. "My husband served with Mike Thornton. He said you people... that you might help."

Mike Thornton. The connection registered immediately. Marine who'd served with several club members. His niece Maggie had been rescued from human traffickers three months ago in Brick's operation.

Riot gestured toward a table in the corner, away from the handful of prospects cleaning guns at the bar. "Let's talk over here."

As they sat, Steel Mackey emerged from the back office, his presence filling the room as always. The club president made brief eye contact with Riot, a silent question passing between them. Riot gave a slight nod. I've got this. Steel acknowledged with an imperceptible tilt of his head before turning his attention elsewhere.

"My husband Daniel," Maria continued once they were seated, "he was 1st Division. Two tours in Iraq. He's been... struggling since he got back. The VA medications help some days, but others..." She trailed off.

Riot knew the statistics. Twenty-two veterans committing suicide daily. Thousands more self-medicating with alcohol, pills, whatever numbed the memories.

"Take your time," he said.

Maria's hand tightened around the water bottle he'd given her. "Three weeks ago, men came to our house. Said Daniel owed them money. Ten thousand dollars." Her voice hardened slightly. "He doesn't gamble. Doesn't deal. He works construction when his back allows, and I clean houses. We barely make rent."

"These men," Riot said. "Describe them."

"Tattooed. Neck, hands, face. One had a spider web here." She touched her left temple. "Another had 'SUR' across his knuckles."

Sureños. Southern California gang with roots in the prison system. Recently expanding into Rogue Horizon territory despite warnings.

"Did they identify themselves?" he asked.

"Called themselves the Locos. Said Daniel's brother Eduardo borrowed money, put Daniel down as guarantor." She shook her head. "Eduardo's been dead four years. Overdose."

The pieces started arranging themselves in Riot's mind. Not random extortion. Targeted approach. Using a dead brother's name meant advance research.

"They've come back twice," Maria continued. "Last time, they held a knife to my daughter's throat while Daniel was at VA therapy. Said next time they'd take payment another way." Her composure cracked slightly. "She's twelve."

Cold rage settled into Riot's bones, the controlled kind that had made him effective in intelligence operations. The Sureños weren't just operating in club territory—they were specifically targeting veteran families. Testing boundaries. Probing for weaknesses.

"Where is your family now?" he asked.

"Motel off Highway 16. Daniel's with them. We didn't know if it was safe to come home."

Smart move. Better operational security than most civilians managed.

Riot tapped his fingers against the table, a rhythmic pattern that helped him think. Three other veteran families had reported similar approaches in the past month. Too systematic to be coincidence.

"How did you pay your brother-in-law's funeral costs?" he asked abruptly.

Maria looked startled by the seeming non sequitur. "Veteran's burial benefit. Why?"

"And the death certificate listed cause of death as overdose?"

"Yes, but—"

"Did you apply for any benefits or assistance programs recently? Anything requiring your husband's service record?"

Understanding dawned in her eyes. "The housing assistance program through the county. Three months ago."

Riot nodded, the final piece clicking into place. The Sureños had someone inside the county records office, pulling veterans' files, identifying vulnerable families, creating fictional debts using details from their past.

"Mrs. Vega," he said, "I need addresses, descriptions, every detail you can remember about these men. Then I want you to text your husband. Tell him to stay put until he hears from me."

Hope flickered across her face for the first time. "You'll help us?"

"The club protects veterans in our territory," Riot said simply. The unwritten rule that superseded all others.

After Maria left, clutching the burner phone he'd given her with instructions to call only that number, Riot headed to the secure room at the back of the clubhouse. Steel was waiting, along with Spike, the club's Sergeant at Arms.

"Sureños," Riot said without preamble. "Targeting veteran families specifically. This is the fourth case this month."

Steel's expression hardened. "Not random, then."

"No. They've got access to veteran records. Using personal details to create convincing extortion scenarios. The Vega family, the Martinez case last week, Thompson before that—all applied for veteran-specific services through the county recently."

Spike leaned against the wall, his former SEAL training evident in his controlled stillness. "Inside man at the county office?"

"Has to be." Riot pulled up the digital map of their territory on the secure computer. "All target families live in this ten-mile radius. All have combat veterans with documented PTSD. All received services through the same county office."

"They're testing us," Steel concluded. "Seeing how we respond to threats against veterans in our territory."

"More than that," Riot said. "They're exploiting vulnerability. Combat vets with PTSD, financial difficulties, limited support systems. Families unlikely to go to police because of previous negative experiences with authority or undocumented family members."

Psychology. Territory. Control. The Sureños weren't just expanding their criminal enterprise—they were conducting psychological warfare against a specific population.

"Options?" Steel asked.

"We need intelligence on their entire operation," he said finally. "And we need to understand their psychology—why target veterans specifically? What's the strategic objective?"

"You've got something in mind," Steel said. Not a question.

Riot nodded. "I need to consult a specialist. Someone who understands both criminal psychology and veteran trauma."

"The professor at Northern State?" Spike suggested.

"No. Different approach." Riot pulled out his phone. "There's a forensic psychologist at the county medical examiner's office. Dr. Zerella Wolf. She specialized in criminal psychology with a focus on predatory targeting. She's also the daughter of a Vietnam veteran and runs a community support group for military families."

Steel's eyebrows rose slightly. "You've done your research."

"I make it a point to know useful people in our territory," Riot replied.

"Can she be trusted?" Steel asked.

"Professional ethics. Client confidentiality. And a profound dislike of gangs that prey on vulnerable populations." Riot's mouth quirked in what might have been a smile. "Also, her last consulting work helped build the case against the Aryan Brotherhood's expansion into Central Valley. She understands criminal territorial dynamics."

Steel considered this, then nodded. "Make contact. But keep club involvement minimal for now."

"Understood." Riot was already planning the approach, calculating angles, considering potential resistance points.

As he left the clubhouse, Riot felt the familiar focus sharpening his senses—the operational mindset that had kept him alive through dozens of high-risk intelligence missions in Iraq. This wasn't combat, not yet, but the same principles applied. Identify the threat. Gather intelligence. Develop counterstrategies. Protect your people.

He mounted his Harley—a blacked-out Road King customized for both power and inconspicuous urban operation—and headed toward the county medical examiner's office.

The Sureños had made a critical strategic error. They'd targeted veterans, believing them vulnerable. What they'd failed to understand was that behind those veterans stood men like Riot—men who'd turned the psychological wounds of war into effective weapons, who'd learned to transform trauma into tactical advantage.

Men who protected their own, whatever the cost.

The county medical examiner's building looked exactly as Riot had expected—bureaucratic architecture at its most uninspired. Concrete and glass, functional without aesthetic considerations.

He parked his motorcycle in a visitor's space, removed his helmet, and surveyed the surroundings. Two security cameras covering the main entrance. Side door with keycard access. Minimal visible security presence—a single guard at the front desk.

Riot kept his Rogue Horizon cut on as he entered. In this situation, his club affiliation was a tactical choice rather than something to conceal.

The receptionist looked up as he approached, her eyes widening slightly at the leather vest with its distinctive patch. "Can I help you?"

"I need to speak with Dr. Zerella Wolf," Riot said, his voice calm, neutral. "It's regarding a case involving veteran targeting."

The woman hesitated. "Do you have an appointment?"

"No. But she'll want to hear what I have to say." He held her gaze with quiet confidence. "Please tell her Riot Stark is here regarding the Sureños' systematic exploitation of combat veterans with PTSD."

The specific language was calculated. Professional terminology that would trigger Dr. Wolf's clinical interest.

Five minutes later, a woman emerged from the secure door behind the reception desk. Dr. Zerella Wolf was exactly as her professional photographs had shown—mid-thirties, with dark hair pulled back in a severe knot, sharp features, and analytical eyes that missed nothing. She wore a charcoal pencil skirt and white blouse under a lab coat, the professional armor of someone who worked in environments where authority needed constant reinforcement.

What the photographs hadn't captured was her presence—the focused intensity that seemed to contract the space around her, the precise economy of movement that suggested someone who never wasted energy on unnecessary gestures.

"Mr. Stark." Her voice was lower than he'd expected, with a slight rasp that suggested she didn't use it casually. "I have fifteen minutes before my next appointment."

Not asking if that was enough time. Setting boundaries immediately. Establishing control of the interaction.

Interesting.

"Thank you for seeing me, Dr. Wolf." Riot followed her through the security door, noting the keycard protocols, camera placements, and staff movements with automatic precision.

Her office reflected her personality—organized, precise, with books arranged by subject rather than author or title. The walls held framed credentials rather than personal photographs. A workstation with three monitors displaying different data sets. No personal effects except a single item—a folded American flag in a triangular display case. The kind presented at military funerals.

"You mentioned the Sureños and veteran targeting," she said, taking a seat behind her desk. "I assume this isn't a social call."

"Four veteran families in our territory have been approached for extortion in the past month," Riot said. "All post-9/11 combat veterans with documented PTSD. All with financial vulnerabilities. All having recently accessed services through the same county veterans' affairs office."

Dr. Wolf's expression remained neutral, but Riot caught the slight narrowing of her eyes—clinical interest activating.

"And your club's interest in this matter?" she asked.

"We protect veterans in our territory." Riot met her gaze directly. "These are targeted psychological operations against people already struggling with combat trauma. Using information that should be confidential to exploit vulnerability."

"Psychological operations," she repeated, her tone suggesting the choice of words hadn't gone unnoticed. "Military terminology."

"Army Intelligence. 1st Information Operations Command." He offered the information deliberately, establishing common ground. "Three tours in Iraq specializing in psychological warfare and intelligence analysis."

Something shifted in her assessment of him—a recalibration of assumptions. "I see. And what exactly are you requesting from me, Mr. Stark?"

"Insight into the psychological strategy behind the targeting. Consultation on countering predatory exploitation of trauma responses." He paused. "In exchange, I can provide detailed intelligence on the Sureños' operational patterns that might be valuable to your research."

Dr. Wolf studied him with clinical detachment. "You're aware I consult with law enforcement."

"I'm also aware you maintain strict confidentiality with all clients," Riot countered. "And that your research on veteran exploitation has consistently advocated for protection systems outside traditional law enforcement frameworks."

Her eyebrows rose slightly, acknowledging the depth of his research. "You've read my publications."

"Your article in the Journal of Forensic Psychology on predatory targeting of vulnerable veteran populations was particularly relevant to our current situation."

The corner of her mouth quirked in what might have been amusement. "You're more thorough than most law enforcement officials I've worked with."

"Intelligence gathering is what I do," Riot said simply.

Dr. Wolf tapped her finger against her desk, considering. Her nails were short, practical, without polish. Hands that did actual work rather than merely directing it.

"I maintain strict boundaries, Mr. Stark. I don't assist in activities that lead to violence or criminal behavior."

"Understood. We're seeking prevention, not retaliation." Not entirely true, but true enough for the moment. "These families need protection."

She studied him for a long moment. "The latest family—what's their situation?"

"Daniel and Maria Vega. Daniel served with 1st Infantry Division, two tours in Iraq. Documented PTSD, partial disability. Their twelve-year-old daughter was threatened yesterday. They're currently in a motel off Highway 16, afraid to return home."

Something flashed in Dr. Wolf's eyes—a brief crack in her professional mask. "The daughter was threatened directly?"

"Knife to her throat while her father was at VA therapy."

Dr. Wolf's jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "That's escalation from previous patterns. The Sureños typically maintain unwritten rules about children."

"Hence my concern about evolving psychological strategies," Riot said. "This isn't standard criminal behavior."

She was silent for a moment, then reached for a card on her desk. "I have an opening at 7 PM. My private practice office, not here." She wrote an address on the back. "Bring case details on all four families. Chronological order of approach, specific threats used, exact language if possible."

Riot took the card. "Thank you."

"I'm not agreeing to anything beyond an initial consultation," she clarified. "And Mr. Stark—"

"Yes?"

"Leave your colors at home. My building has security cameras, and I maintain a strict separation between my private practice and certain associations."

Riot nodded, understanding the subtext.

As he stood to leave, Dr. Wolf said, "One more thing. How did you know about my father's service?"

Riot hadn't mentioned that specifically. A deliberate test of his information sources.

"Obituary in the Central Valley Register, 2018. Staff Sergeant James Wolf, 173rd Airborne Brigade, Vietnam. Purple Heart recipient." He met her eyes. "The tributes mentioned his daughter's work with veteran families."

Something shifted in her expression—not quite approval, but acknowledgment of competence. "Seven o'clock, Mr. Stark. Don't be late."

Outside, Riot mounted his Harley, his mind processing the interaction. Dr. Wolf would be a valuable asset—her expertise in both criminal psychology and veteran trauma provided a unique perspective on the Sureños' operations. Gaining her full cooperation would require careful handling.

Yet she'd agreed to the meeting. The threat to a child had breached her initial resistance. And she'd noticed his use of psychological operations terminology, recognizing the military intelligence background it implied.

As he started the motorcycle, Riot felt the focus narrowing, the mission parameters defining themselves. Protect the veteran families. Understand the psychological strategy behind the targeting. Develop countermeasures. And ultimately, eliminate the threat.

Dr. Wolf would help with the first three. The last would be club business.
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Dr. Zerella Wolf was running exactly three minutes late, and it infuriated her.

Punctuality wasn't just professionalism—it was control. In her line of work, control meant everything. The carefully maintained boundaries between her various professional roles. The precise scheduling that allowed her to compartmentalize. The emotional distance that let her analyze predatory behavior without being consumed by it.

Three minutes might seem insignificant to others. To Zerella, it represented a crack in her carefully constructed system.

She parked her Audi in the reserved space behind her private practice building and gathered her files. The evening air carried the scent of approaching rain, the Central Valley's brief spring already surrendering to summer heat. Adjusting her leather portfolio under one arm, she scanned the parking lot with habitual vigilance before heading to the rear entrance.

The man from Rogue Horizon MC was already waiting in her office's small reception area. Riot Stark. She'd run a background check immediately after their meeting that afternoon—professional due diligence when dealing with motorcycle club members, regardless of their stated intentions.

His military record had been partially redacted, which told her more than any visible information could have. Intelligence operations, psychological warfare, classified deployments. Honorable discharge in 2006. No criminal record since—unusual for an MC member with his level of involvement.

As promised, he wore no colors tonight—just dark jeans and a gray henley that didn't quite conceal the gun she assumed was holstered at his ribs. His dark hair was cropped short on the sides, longer on top—military structure with civilian freedom. Interesting contradiction.

"Dr. Wolf." He stood as she entered, his posture reflecting military bearing without the stiffness of active duty. Smooth economy of movement. Situational awareness that manifested as constant assessment—noting exits, sightlines, potential threats.

"You're early," she observed, unlocking her office door.

"Force of habit." His voice was controlled, modulated—a man accustomed to measuring his words. "In my experience, being late to intelligence briefings generally resulted in people dying."

Direct. Unambiguous. Connecting their meeting to life-or-death consequences rather than mere professional courtesy.

Zerella led him into her private office, a space designed to communicate authority while facilitating disclosure. Earth tones. Comfortable but structured seating. Certificates and degrees displayed prominently. Professional, but not cold.

"You have information for me?" she asked, taking her seat behind the desk.

Riot placed a thin file on her desk. "Details on all four cases. Names, dates, specific language used by the Sureños, documented threats, financial demands."

She opened the file, scanning the contents with practiced efficiency. "The pattern is clear. Each approach follows the same psychological structure. Initial contact establishing the fictional debt. Second contact escalating pressure. Third contact involving direct threats." She looked up. "The Vegas case is the first to involve a child."

"Tactical escalation," Riot said. "They're testing boundaries, measuring responses."

"You're viewing this as a military operation." Not a question. An observation.

"Because that's exactly what it is." Riot leaned forward slightly. "Systematic targeting based on intelligence gathering. Exploitation of known vulnerabilities. Escalating pressure to achieve specific objectives."

Zerella evaluated his assessment. Most people viewed gang activity through the lens of criminality—profit motives, territorial disputes, enforcement of internal hierarchy. Riot saw psychological warfare—a fundamentally different framework.

"Tell me about Daniel Vega's trauma profile," she said.

If the abrupt shift surprised him, Riot didn't show it. "Two tours in Iraq with 1st Infantry. Witnessed an IED attack that killed three members of his unit. Diagnosed with PTSD, chronic pain from shrapnel injuries. Periodic flashbacks triggered by specific environmental stimuli—loud noises, certain smells, aggressive confrontation."

Military precision in the assessment. Not clinical language, but battlefield understanding.

"And how did the Sureños approach him specifically?"

"They came at night. Three men. One positioned himself at the daughter's bedroom door while the others made the financial demands. Used language specifically designed to trigger combat hypervigilance while simultaneously exploiting parental protective instincts."

Zerella felt her professional interest deepening. This wasn't random criminal behavior. This was calculated psychological manipulation of combat trauma.

"The Sureños don't typically operate with this level of psychological sophistication," she said, thinking aloud. "Their approach is usually more straightforward—territorial intimidation, direct threats, immediate enforcement."

"My assessment exactly." Riot's eyes met hers with unexpected intensity. "Someone is directing this operation who understands combat trauma responses. Who knows how to exploit specific psychological vulnerabilities in veterans."

"Someone with military background?"

"Possibly. Or someone with access to clinical psychological profiles."

Zerella's mind raced through possibilities. "The county veterans' affairs office maintains detailed psychological assessments for treatment planning. If they've compromised that data..."

"They'd have a roadmap to each veteran's specific trauma triggers and vulnerability points." Riot finished the thought.

A momentary silence fell between them—the shared recognition of something more dangerous than standard criminal activity. This was targeted exploitation of the already wounded. Predators hunting the psychologically vulnerable.

She felt a surge of professional anger—the controlled kind that fueled her research rather than clouding her judgment.

"I need to see the Vegas family," she decided. "Clinical observation of their current psychological state will provide valuable insights into the specific manipulation techniques being employed."

Riot nodded. "I can arrange that. Tonight?"

"Yes." She was already mentally rescheduling her evening. The systematic targeting of trauma victims took priority over administrative paperwork. "But I need to establish some parameters first."

"Of course."

"I'm approaching this as a forensic psychologist studying predatory targeting patterns. My involvement is strictly professional, focused on understanding the psychological methodology and developing protective countermeasures for the victims." She held his gaze steadily. "I'm not participating in any retaliatory actions against the Sureños."

"Understood."

"Furthermore, any information I provide is to be used solely for protective purposes. If I discover it's being used to facilitate violence, our professional relationship ends immediately."

Riot's expression remained neutral. "Your boundaries are clear, Dr. Wolf. My primary concern is protecting these families from further psychological exploitation."

Not a direct promise to avoid violence, she noted. Simply an acknowledgment of her boundaries and restatement of his protective mission. Careful language that gave him operational flexibility while respecting her professional constraints.

"One hour," she said, checking her watch. "I'll meet you at the motel."

After Riot left, Zerella pulled up her secure research database on her laptop. The Sureños had evolved significantly in recent years, transitioning from traditional prison-based gang structure to more sophisticated criminal enterprises. Their leadership had changed three times in five years, each shift bringing new operational methodologies.

The latest intelligence suggested their Central Valley operations were being directed by someone known only as "El Doctor"—a figure whose background remained obscure but whose tactical approach reflected formal education rather than street experience.

Could this mysterious leader be the source of the psychological sophistication she was seeing in these veteran targeting cases?

She made a note to request additional information from her law enforcement contacts, then gathered what she would need for the meeting with the Vegas family. Psychological assessment protocols. Documentation forms. And the small recorder she used for clinical observations—disguised as a pen, allowing her to capture details without intimidating already traumatized subjects.

Forty-five minutes later, Zerella pulled into the parking lot of the Westwood Motel, a faded single-story structure that had seen better decades. Riot's motorcycle was already there, parked beside a weathered pickup truck she assumed belonged to the Vegas.

He was waiting outside room 114, standing with the relaxed vigilance of someone accustomed to extended surveillance operations. Even in civilian clothes, without his club colors, there was nothing civilian about his presence.

"They're ready," he said as she approached. "I've explained your role and obtained consent for psychological assessment."

Professional. Thorough. Not what she'd expected from an MC member.

Inside, the Vegas family presented exactly as their file had suggested. Daniel Vega sat rigidly on the edge of the bed, hypervigilance evident in his posture and microexpressions. Maria positioned herself between her husband and daughter—unconsciously creating a protective buffer. The girl, Lucia, showed signs of acute stress response—withdrawn affect, minimal eye contact, self-soothing behaviors.

"Dr. Wolf is here to help us understand what's happening," Riot explained to the family, his tone calibrated to project calm authority without triggering Daniel's potential sensitivity to male dominance displays. "She's an expert in how people like the men who threatened you operate."

Zerella noted his deliberate language choices. Not "gang members" or "criminals," which might trigger Daniel's combat hypervigilance. Just "the men who threatened you"—specific, contained, defined.

She took the chair Riot offered, positioning herself at a non-threatening angle to Daniel while maintaining clear sightline with Maria and Lucia.

"Mr. and Mrs. Vega, I'd like to understand exactly what happened during each encounter with these men," she began, her professional tone designed to create a clinical container for their traumatic experience. "The specific words they used, their positioning in your home, any techniques they employed to create fear or compliance."

For the next forty minutes, she guided them through detailed recollections, noting patterns consistent with sophisticated psychological manipulation techniques. The intruders had positioned themselves to maximize visibility of weapons while maintaining plausible deniability of direct threats. They had used language specifically designed to trigger Daniel's combat hypervigilance while simultaneously exploiting his perceived failure to protect his family.

Most concerning, they had demonstrated detailed knowledge of his specific trauma triggers—mentioning an incident in Fallujah that appeared in his confidential VA records, timing their visits to coincide with his medication schedule when his anxiety would be highest.

"They knew things," Daniel said, his voice tight with controlled rage. "Things only the VA counselor knew. About what happened over there. About what the doctors call my 'triggers.'"

Zerella glanced at Riot, whose expression confirmed he'd noted the same implication. Someone with access to confidential medical records was feeding information to the Sureños.

As the interview continued, Zerella observed Riot's interactions with the family. His approach was calibrated for maximum psychological comfort—positioning himself as non-threatening to Daniel while projecting sufficient protection to allow Maria to momentarily relax her vigilance. He spoke directly to Lucia, acknowledging her experience without infantilizing her fear.

This wasn't just operational awareness. This was sophisticated psychological handling of trauma victims.

When the girl finally spoke, describing the knife held to her throat with the detached affect common in acute trauma, Zerella caught a momentary break in Riot's controlled expression—a flash of something cold and dangerous before his professional mask returned.

An hour into the interview, Zerella had compiled sufficient clinical data to form preliminary assessment. She signaled to Riot that she was ready to conclude, and he smoothly transitioned the conversation toward practical security measures.

"The club has a safe house prepared for you," he told the Vegas. "No connection to your names, completely secure. You'll have round-the-clock protection until this situation is resolved."

Daniel's posture stiffened slightly—the instinctive resistance of a man struggling to accept protection when his self-image demanded he provide it.

"We've arranged for your shifts to be covered at work," Riot continued, addressing Maria directly. "And we've spoken with Lucia's school about arranging remote learning for the short term."

Thorough. Comprehensive. Addressing practical needs while preserving dignity.

Maria's relieved exhale was visible. "Thank you. We didn't know where to turn."

"The club protects its own," Riot said simply. "And veterans are our own, whether they wear the patch or not."

Outside, after providing the Vegas with a burner phone and instructions for the move to the safe house, Riot turned to Zerella. "Your assessment?"

She waited until they were beside her car, away from potentially sensitive ears. "This is highly sophisticated psychological targeting. They're not just exploiting general trauma responses—they're manipulating specific individual trauma profiles with clinical precision."

"Meaning they have access to confidential medical records."

"Yes. And not just basic information. Detailed psychological assessments, therapy notes, specific trauma triggers." She shook her head. "That level of access suggests someone with significant authority within the VA system or county veterans' services."

Riot processed this, his expression revealing nothing of his thoughts. "What's your recommendation for the Vegas from a psychological protection standpoint?"

"They need immediate trauma-informed security protocols. Daniel's hypervigilance needs to be managed, not exploited by well-meaning but psychologically uninformed security personnel. Lucia needs specialized support for acute stress response." Zerella hesitated, then added, "And they need to understand the psychological methodology being used against them. Knowledge creates cognitive defenses."

"I'd like you to help with that," Riot said. "If you're willing. Professional consultation on trauma-informed security protocols and psychological defense mechanisms for the targeted families."

Zerella considered the request. Professional ethics required clear boundaries when working with organizations like motorcycle clubs. But these families needed specialized protection that traditional law enforcement couldn't provide—not against psychologically sophisticated predators exploiting confidential trauma histories.

"I'll consult on the psychological protection aspects," she decided. "But I maintain my earlier boundaries regarding retaliatory actions."

"Understood." Riot handed her a burner phone. "Secure communications only. The club has resources monitoring standard channels."

"You believe the Sureños have that level of surveillance capability?"

"I believe in operational security regardless of the assessed threat level." Military thinking. Prepare for worst-case scenarios, even when dealing with lesser threats.

As she took the phone, their fingers brushed momentarily. An incidental contact that shouldn't have registered. Yet Zerella found herself acutely aware of the brief connection—the unexpected warmth of his skin against hers, the controlled strength in his hands.

Unprofessional awareness. Irrelevant to the operational context.
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