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The red wire or the blue wire.

Special Agent Zoe Parker crouched beside the training device, her gloved fingers steady as twenty pairs of eyes watched from behind the blast shield. The simulated IED mock-up looked innocent enough—a cell phone duct-taped to what appeared to be a block of C-4, wires snaking between components like veins in a body that could explode at any second.

"Agent Parker," called out Instructor Davies from the observation deck. "You have thirty seconds to render the device safe. Clock starts... now."

Zoe tuned out the voices, the stopwatch, the weight of expectation. In the field, there wouldn't be a countdown. There would only be the steady beat of her heart, the precision of her training, and the knowledge that one wrong move could turn her into pink mist.

She traced the circuit with her eyes first. Primary detonator connected to the phone's vibration motor. Secondary trigger wired to a pressure plate beneath the device. Classic military setup with a civilian twist—whoever built this knew their business.

"Fifteen seconds, Parker."

The blue wire fed power to the primary circuit. Cut it, and the phone trigger died. But the pressure plate remained active. Move the device without disabling the secondary trigger first, and boom. Game over.

Zoe reached for the red wire instead.

"Ten seconds."

Her wire cutters bit through the insulation with a soft snick. The LED indicator on the device went dark. She carefully lifted the mock explosive, revealing the now-harmless pressure plate beneath.

"Time. Device neutralized." Davies sounded almost disappointed. "Outstanding work, Agent Parker. That's the third advanced scenario you've cleared this week without breaking a sweat."

Zoe stood, pulling off her protective gear. "The device builder was good, but predictable. Military-trained, probably Army EOD based on the secondary trigger placement. Whoever taught him favored redundancy over creativity."

A murmur ran through the trainee agents. Davies raised an eyebrow. "You can determine all that from a training mock-up?"

"Every bomb maker has a signature. Component selection, wire routing, trigger mechanisms—they're as individual as fingerprints." Zoe gathered her tools with practiced efficiency. "This builder likes to show off his technical skills, but he's conservative. He'll use what he knows works rather than innovate."

The training session broke up with the usual mix of impressed whispers and competitive glares from agents who'd failed the same scenario. Zoe had grown used to both. Seven years with Army EOD followed by three years with the FBI's Bomb Data Center had earned her a reputation for being unflappable under pressure and deadly accurate in her assessments.

She was heading for the exit when her phone buzzed. The caller ID made her pause: SAC Rebecca Torres, her supervisor in Washington.

"Parker here."

"Zoe, I need you on a plane to Vegas in two hours. Multiple explosive devices have been discovered at high-profile locations across the Strip. Local PD is in over their heads, and the devices match specifications from military ordnance."

Zoe's pulse quickened. Real bombs, not training scenarios. "Casualties?"

"None yet. That's what has everyone spooked. These devices were placed to be found, not to kill. Whoever planted them wanted to send a message."

"What kind of message?"

"That's what you're going to find out. Pack for extended deployment, and Zoe?" Torres paused. "Be careful. Something about this whole situation feels personal."

Personal. The word echoed in Zoe's mind as she ended the call. In her experience, personal bombs were the most dangerous kind. Someone with military training, access to sophisticated explosives, and a message to send in the city that never sleeps.

She thought about the training device she'd just disarmed. Military-trained, probably Army EOD, conservative but skilled.

A chill ran down her spine that had nothing to do with the air conditioning.

Thirty minutes later, Zoe was in her apartment, efficiently packing her deployment bag. Blast suit, portable detection equipment, reference materials. Everything she needed to hunt a bomber who wanted to be found.

Her reflection caught her eye in the bedroom mirror. Five-foot-six, athletic build maintained through daily runs and gym sessions. Auburn hair pulled back in a practical ponytail. Green eyes that had seen too much destruction but refused to look away.

People often underestimated her. The bomber probably would too.

That would be his first mistake.

Zoe shouldered her bag and headed for the door. Vegas was waiting, along with a bomber who thought he was sending a message.

She was about to send one back: Find me if you can.

But first, she had to figure out what he was really trying to say. And why every instinct she'd developed over ten years of handling explosives was screaming that this wasn't just about bombs.

This was about ghosts. And in her experience, ghosts always came back for a reason.

The question was: whose ghosts were they?
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Mason "Lucky" Hayes ran his fingers along the detonation cord, checking each connection point with methodical precision. The Sin City MC clubhouse workshop smelled like motor oil and gunpowder—a combination that should have triggered his nightmares but somehow felt like home instead.

Seven years since his last IED nearly turned him into hamburger in Afghanistan. Seven explosions that should have killed him. Seven reasons his unit called him the luckiest bastard alive, right up until luck ran out for everyone except him.

The irony wasn't lost on him that handling explosives was the only thing that kept the shaking at bay.

"Lucky, you see this shit on the news?" Deuce's voice carried from the main room, where the morning coverage was painting Vegas in chaos. "Bombs at the Bellagio, Fremont Street, three other locations. Military-grade devices."

Mason's hands went still on the equipment. Military-grade meant someone with his training, his knowledge. Someone who understood the artistry of controlled destruction.

He walked into the main clubhouse, wiping grease from his fingers. The brothers were scattered around the big-screen TV, coffee mugs and breakfast plates abandoned as they watched the reporter detail each device location.

"...sophisticated explosive devices that appear designed to create maximum psychological impact rather than casualties. Federal investigators are calling the bomber highly trained, possibly with military experience..."

"Fuck me sideways," muttered Boxcar from his position by the bar. "Someone's playing games with ordnance in our backyard."

Roller cracked his knuckles, the sound sharp in the tense silence. "Games that could hurt innocent people. Tourists, families, workers just trying to make a living."

Mason studied the screen as crime scene photos flashed across it. The device placement, the visible wiring, the component selection. His chest tightened with recognition. Not the specific builder, but the methodology. The careful precision that came from too many years dismantling death in desert heat.

"These aren't random," he said quietly.

Every head turned toward him. Mason rarely spoke during club meetings unless directly asked, but when he did, brothers listened. His expertise had saved too many lives for them to ignore his insights.

"What do you mean?" Jackpot's voice carried the authority of a president who'd learned to value every piece of intelligence.

"Look at the locations." Mason moved closer to the screen, pointing at the crime scene footage. "Bellagio fountains—wide open space with acoustic amplification. Fremont Street—enclosed area with crowd noise. The other three are all high-stimulus environments. Someone's not trying to kill people."

"Then what the fuck is he doing?" Blackjack leaned forward, his sniper's eyes studying the images with professional interest.

"Sending a message. To someone specific." Mason's voice carried the flat certainty that came from too much experience with violence. "These locations trigger panic responses in combat veterans. Sudden noise, enclosed spaces, crowds that could hide threats. He's hunting someone with PTSD."

The silence that followed was thick with understanding. Every man in the room carried scars from their service. They all knew the weight of hypervigilance, the way certain sounds or spaces could drag you back to sand and blood and friends who didn't make it home.

"You think he's targeting vets?" Joker's voice was carefully neutral, but Mason caught the tension in his shoulders.

"I think he's targeting one specific vet." Mason turned away from the screen, his pale blue eyes meeting each of his brothers in turn. "Question is, who pissed off someone with demolitions training and a serious grudge?"

Deuce was already reaching for his laptop. "I can start running background checks on recent discharges, cross-reference with bomb-making expertise—"

"Won't need to." Mason's voice cut through the planning. "If this guy wants to be found, he'll escalate. These devices were meant to be discovered, not detonated. He's establishing a pattern, showing his capabilities. Next phase will be more personal."

Jackpot studied him with those calculating blue eyes that had kept the club alive through three years of Vegas politics. "You sound like you've seen this before."

Mason had seen it. The careful escalation, the psychological warfare that preceded the real violence. He'd been on both sides of it in Afghanistan, hunting insurgents who played mind games before they struck at soft targets.

"Similar tactics overseas. Bomber establishes credibility with demonstration devices, then moves to personal targeting when he's ready for the real confrontation."

"And you think this confrontation is coming here?" Boxcar straightened from his casual lean against the bar, his investigator's instincts sharpening.

"I think it's already here." Mason looked back at the TV screen, where aerial shots showed federal vehicles surrounding each bomb site. "Question is whether we wait for it to find us, or we go hunting first."

Roller's grin was sharp as a blade. "You know what my vote is."

But before anyone could respond, Mason's attention was caught by a new figure on the screen. A woman in tactical gear, auburn hair pulled back severely, moving with the kind of confidence that came from handling death on a regular basis. She was directing the crime scene investigation with calm authority while technicians carefully documented each device.

The reporter's voice provided identification: "FBI Special Agent Zoe Parker, brought in specifically for her expertise with military-grade explosive devices..."

Something twisted in Mason's chest that had nothing to do with PTSD. The woman on screen moved like a soldier, thought like a tactician, and handled bombs like she was born to it. In another life, she might have been exactly the kind of person who could understand the weight he carried.

In this life, she was federal law enforcement investigating bombs in his city.

Which meant she was about to walk into the crosshairs of whatever game the bomber was playing.

"Deuce," Mason said without taking his eyes off the screen. "I want everything you can find on Special Agent Parker. Background, training, current assignment parameters."

"You thinking what I think you're thinking?" Blackjack's voice carried a warning edge.

Mason thought about the way she'd moved through that crime scene, fearless and competent. He thought about military-grade devices designed to trigger PTSD responses. He thought about a bomber who was escalating toward personal confrontation.

"I'm thinking she's walking into a trap she doesn't see coming." Mason's voice carried the flat certainty of someone who'd survived seven explosions by recognizing patterns others missed. "And I'm thinking we might be the only ones positioned to do anything about it."

The brotherhood exchanged looks that carried three years of shared trust and hard-won loyalty. They'd built their reputation on protecting people the law couldn't or wouldn't help. A federal agent hunting a military-trained bomber in their territory qualified on both counts.

"So we keep eyes on the fed?" Flush asked.

Mason's gaze remained fixed on the screen, where Agent Parker was conferring with local law enforcement while maintaining command of the scene. Professional, competent, and completely unaware that someone was using her investigation to draw out their real target.

"We keep eyes on the fed," Mason confirmed. "And we make sure she lives long enough to catch her bomber."

Even if it meant getting close to federal law enforcement. Even if it meant risking exposure for the club. Some things were worth the risk.

The woman on that screen was definitely one of them.
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The Bellagio fountains had been silenced.

Zoe Parker crouched beside the concrete barrier where the device had been found, her trained eyes cataloging every detail while crime scene photographers documented the evidence. The explosive had been positioned with surgical precision—close enough to the main fountain mechanism to cause spectacular destruction, but placed where hotel security would inevitably discover it during routine maintenance.

"Agent Parker?" Detective Ray Carver from Las Vegas Metro PD approached with the careful deference of local law enforcement dealing with federal specialists. "We've got the preliminary reports from the other four locations."

Zoe accepted the tablet without looking up from her examination of the blast site. Her fingers traced the mounting points where the device had been secured, noting the methodical approach to placement and concealment.

"Same MO at every location?" she asked.

"Identical. Military-grade C-4, cell phone detonators, secondary pressure triggers. Each device positioned for maximum visual impact but discovered before activation."

Zoe finally straightened, pulling off her latex gloves. The morning sun was already brutal against the concrete, but her tactical gear was designed for desert operations. Unlike the tourists who normally crowded this area, she was built for sustained work in hostile environments.

"He wanted them found," she said, more to herself than to Carver. "Look at the placement pattern."

She gestured toward the fountain mechanism, then pointed to the security camera mounted fifteen feet away. "Perfect sight line for surveillance footage. The bomber knew exactly where hotel security conducts visual sweeps."

"So he's familiar with casino operations?"

"More than familiar. He's studied them." Zoe moved to the next evidence marker, where trace explosive residue had been collected. "This level of placement precision requires extensive reconnaissance. He's been planning this for weeks, maybe months."

Her phone buzzed with an incoming message from the FBI field office. Five identical devices, five separate locations, all discovered within a twelve-hour window. The coordination alone suggested military-level operational planning.

But it was the psychological component that bothered her most.

Zoe walked to the edge of the fountain area, looking out over the Strip. Each target location had been chosen for maximum sensory impact. The Bellagio fountains with their sudden noise and light show. Fremont Street with its enclosed canopy and crowd compression. The other three sites all featured similar environmental triggers.

"Detective, I need psychological profiles on recent military discharges in the Vegas area. Focus on demolitions specialists and combat engineers."

"You think our bomber is local?"

"I think our bomber knows this city intimately. And I think he's targeting someone specific." Zoe turned back toward the crime scene, her analytical mind processing patterns that felt disturbingly personal. "These aren't random terror devices. They're bait."

Her phone rang before Carver could respond. The caller ID showed SAC Torres in Washington.

"Torres here. What's your preliminary assessment?"

"We're dealing with a military-trained explosive specialist with extensive local knowledge and a personal agenda," Zoe said without preamble. "The devices were demonstration pieces, not intended for actual detonation."

"Demonstration for whom?"

"Unknown. But the target locations suggest he's trying to trigger psychological responses in combat veterans. PTSD triggers built into every site selection."

A long pause from Torres. "Zoe, I need you to know we've had inquiries from other agencies about this case. The device sophistication has attracted attention from people who don't usually concern themselves with local bomb threats."

Translation: someone with serious security clearance was worried about these explosives. Someone who recognized the bomber's signature or methodology.

"What kind of attention?"

"The kind that suggests our bomber might have history beyond Vegas. Keep me informed of any escalation, and Zoe? Watch your back. Personal agenda bombs have a way of expanding their target list."

The call ended just as Zoe's attention was caught by movement in her peripheral vision. A figure on a motorcycle had pulled into the parking structure across from the Bellagio, close enough to observe the crime scene but far enough to avoid the security perimeter.

She couldn't make out details from this distance, but something about the rider's stillness suggested professional observation rather than casual curiosity. The bike was positioned for quick departure, and the rider's posture indicated focused attention on her investigation team.

Surveillance. But by whom?

Zoe made a mental note of the motorcycle's location before turning back to the evidence. Professional paranoia was an occupational necessity in her line of work, but something about this whole situation felt like chess moves she couldn't see yet.

Her examination of the blast site
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