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Rogue Sterling had seen enough bullshit government death reports to smell the lies from three floors up.

The insurance file spread across her mahogany desk told a story that didn't add up. Nathan Parker, Delta Force, age thirty-four, killed in action during a classified operation two years ago in an undisclosed location. His beneficiary—a sister in Oregon who'd hired Sterling Investigations to contest the Pentagon's refusal to pay his life insurance claim.

"Bureaucratic stonewalling," Sarah Parker had called it during their initial meeting. "They keep saying the mission details are restricted, but they won't explain why that voids his policy."

Rogue clicked her pen against the file folder, her investigator's instincts screaming. In five years of digging into suspicious service member deaths, she'd learned to read between the heavily redacted lines. This case reeked of cover-up.

The preliminary death report claimed Parker died from "combat-related injuries sustained during direct action operations." Generic official speak that said absolutely nothing. But the medical examiner's signature looked rushed, the autopsy report was thin as tissue paper, and most damning of all—there was no body recovery notation.

She pulled up Parker's service record on her secure computer. Delta Force operators didn't just vanish without extensive search and recovery efforts. The Pentagon spent millions bringing their elite warriors home, dead or alive. Yet Parker's file showed a cursory three-day search before he was declared KIA and the case closed.

Her phone buzzed with a text from her contact: Your Parker inquiry triggered flags. Someone powerful wants this buried. Be careful.

Rogue's pulse quickened. After getting burned by institutional corruption during her own Army intelligence career, she'd learned to trust her gut when it came to government cover-ups. And her gut was screaming that Nathan Parker's death was a lie.

She reached for her secure phone to call another contact when her office door opened without a knock.

"Ms. Sterling?" The tall stranger in the perfectly pressed suit had federal agent written all over him—from his rigid posture to his calculating gray eyes that swept her office like he was mapping escape routes. "I'm Agent Richardson, Defense Security Service. I understand you've been making inquiries about sensitive operations."

Rogue leaned back in her leather chair, projecting calm professionalism while her hand moved casually toward the Glock 19 in her desk drawer. "I'm investigating an insurance claim. Perfectly legal."

"Not when it involves confidential operations that could compromise national security." The intimidating bureaucrat stepped closer to her desk, trying to use his height advantage to dominate the conversation. Amateur move. "I'm here to strongly advise you to close this case and move on to less... problematic matters."

"And I'm here to find the truth for my client." She stood, matching his aggressive energy with cool defiance. "Nathan Parker's sister deserves to know why the government won't honor his life insurance policy. If his death was legitimate, proving it should be simple."

Richardson's jaw tightened. "Some secrets are restricted for good reason, Ms. Sterling. Digging into matters beyond your clearance level could be considered a threat to national security. I'd hate to see you face federal charges for espionage."

The threat hung in the air between them like smoke from a battlefield. Rogue had heard similar intimidation tactics before—usually when she was getting close to something someone desperately wanted hidden.

"Agent Richardson," she said, her voice steady as a sniper's aim, "I've spent five years investigating service member deaths that were supposed to be confidential, so your intimidation tactics and bureaucratic stonewalling don't impress me. I will find the truth, and you can either help or get out of my way."

His cold eyes flashed with something dangerous. "You're making a mistake that could cost you everything."

"I've been making that same mistake my entire career. Hasn't killed me yet." She opened her desk drawer just enough to let him see the gun. "But I appreciate your concern for my welfare."

The stone-faced official studied her for a long moment, clearly recognizing he was dealing with someone who wouldn't be easily scared off. "Close the case, Ms. Sterling. Final warning."

After he left, Rogue double-checked her office security system and made sure her Glock was fully loaded. In her experience, when government officials started throwing around espionage threats, it meant she was onto something big.

She pulled up Nathan Parker's service photo on her computer screen. Dark hair, steel blue eyes, the kind of controlled intensity that came from too much combat and too many secrets. If he was really dead, someone had gone to extraordinary lengths to erase the details.

But if he was alive...

Her secure computer chimed with an encrypted message from her best intelligence contact: Parker inquiry just activated sleeper protocols. Someone's mobilizing assets. You've kicked the hornet's nest.

Rogue's blood ran cold. Sleeper protocols meant deep black operations, the kind that left bodies in unmarked graves and questions permanently unanswered. She'd stumbled onto something that went way beyond insurance fraud.

Her hands were steady as she opened a new encrypted file and began typing her preliminary report. Whatever Nathan Parker had been involved in, whoever wanted him declared dead, they'd just made a critical mistake.

They'd threatened her.

And Rogue Sterling had never backed down from a fight in her life—especially when the truth was buried under layers of official bullshit and bureaucratic lies. If Nathan Parker was out there somewhere, she was going to find him.

Even if it killed her.
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Storm Parker sat at the far end of the oval oak table in Church, his steel blue eyes tracking every movement his brothers made as they settled into their chairs. Two months with the Shadow Legion MC and he still felt like an outsider looking in, waiting for the other boot to drop.

The sacred meeting room held the weight of eight men who'd found each other when the world had given up on them. Cathedral ceilings stretched overhead, exposed brick walls lined with photographs of fallen brothers, and the polished wood surface reflected the harsh fluorescent lights that left nowhere to hide.

"We've got a problem," Phantom announced, his voice carrying the authority that had kept them all alive through countless battles. The club president's dark eyes swept the table, landing on Storm with the kind of intensity that made weaker men confess their sins. "Someone's been sniffing around, asking questions about our newest member."

Storm's jaw tightened, the familiar knot of dread settling in his gut like a lead weight. He'd known this day would come. The past had a way of hunting men like him, even when they'd been declared officially dead.

"What kind of questions?" Venom leaned forward, his scarred hands flat on the table. The VP's voice carried the razor edge that had earned him his road name during three tours with the Rangers.

"The kind that involve federal badges and classified file requests," Matrix said, his laptop open despite the no-electronics rule being bent for intelligence gathering. The former military intelligence analyst's fingers moved across the keyboard with surgical precision. "Someone requested Storm's service records yesterday. When the system flagged it as classified, they pushed harder."

"Fuck." Storm ran a hand through his prematurely gray hair, the strands that marked him as a survivor when most men his age were worried about mortgage payments and career advancement. "How much do they know?"

"Enough to know Nathan Parker didn't die in that desert." Wraith's calm voice carried the lethal patience of a sniper who'd spent years watching targets through crosshairs. "The question is whether they're hunting you or trying to verify your death."

Storm's mind raced through the possibilities, each one darker than the last. Colonel McDonough had made it clear two years ago that dead operatives couldn't expose classified failures. If someone was digging into his presumed death, it meant his former handler had loose ends to tie up.

"There's more," Phantom continued, his tactical mind already three moves ahead of the threat. "Phil noticed surveillance on the Pit Stop yesterday. Two men in a sedan, government plates, taking photos of everyone who went in or out."

"Professionals?" Crash asked, his explosive temper barely contained beneath the surface. The demolitions expert's fingers drummed against the table like he was calculating blast patterns.

"Professional enough to stay mobile when Phil made them," Scout answered. The surveillance specialist had been tracking threats against the club since before Storm arrived. "But sloppy enough to use government vehicles for reconnaissance."

"Amateur hour," Jagger muttered, his cold green eyes reflecting the kind of violence that had made him the club's ultimate problem solver. "Real professionals would have used civilian contractors."

"Which means this is either rushed or desperate," Needle added, his steady medic's voice providing the calm analysis that kept them grounded. "Neither option is good for Storm."

The weight of brotherhood pressed down on Storm's shoulders like a flak jacket. These men had accepted him based on Phantom's recommendation and his military record, but he'd brought danger to their door. The same institutional betrayal that had forged their bond was now threatening their safety.

"I should disappear," Storm said, the words tasting like acid in his mouth. "Take the heat away from the club before someone gets hurt."

"Like hell." Phantom's voice cut through the air like a blade, carrying the absolute authority of a man who'd led them through impossible odds. "You're Shadow Legion now. We don't abandon family."

"Brothers stick," Venom added, his scarred face showing the kind of loyalty that had kept them alive when their own government had left them to die.

"The moment you patched in, your problems became our problems," Wraith said with the certainty of a man who'd never missed a shot when it mattered. "We've all got ghosts hunting us. That's what makes us family."

Storm felt something crack open in his chest, a warmth he'd forgotten existed during two years of believing everyone he'd ever trusted had betrayed him. These men understood what it meant to be discarded by the system they'd sworn to serve.

"So what's the plan?" he asked, his voice rougher than he intended.

"We gather intelligence," Phantom decided, his combat engineer's mind already building the tactical framework. "Matrix, I want everything you can find on who's making these inquiries. Scout, expand surveillance detection around all our locations."

"On it," both men acknowledged.

"Storm, you stay close to the compound until we know what we're dealing with," the president continued. "No solo runs, no unnecessary exposure."

"And the rest of us start asking our own questions," Crash added with the kind of grin that usually preceded explosions. "See who gets nervous when we push back."

"Carefully," Phantom warned, knowing his brothers' tendency toward creative problem-solving. "We don't want to escalate this into something that brings federal heat down on the entire club."

The meeting broke up with the efficient movement of men who'd learned to trust each other's capabilities without question. Storm remained seated as his brothers filed out, the weight of their acceptance settling around him like armor.

"Second thoughts?" Phantom asked, hanging back as the room emptied.

"Every day," Storm admitted, his honesty as much a part of his nature as his capacity for violence. "But not about the brotherhood."

"Good." The club president's hand landed on his shoulder, a gesture that carried the weight of shared combat and mutual respect. "Because whoever's hunting you just declared war on all of us."

Storm nodded
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