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The trauma bay reeked of blood and motor oil, a combination Rachel Alvitre had smelled too many times during her four years working night shift at Onslow Memorial. She pressed her stethoscope against the dying man's chest, listening to his heart stutter like a failing engine while his blood soaked through the gauze faster than she could replace it.

"BP's dropping," Maria called from the monitor, her voice tight with the kind of tension that said they were losing this one. "Seventy over forty."

Rachel's hands moved on autopilot, years of trauma nursing kicking in even though she could see the writing on the wall. Massive internal bleeding, organs shutting down, the kind of injuries that came from a savage beating rather than a motorcycle accident. The paramedics had wheeled him in fifteen minutes ago claiming he'd crashed his bike, but the bruising patterns told a different story—fists and boots, methodical and brutal.

"Hang two more units," she ordered, knowing it wouldn't matter but refusing to quit while he still had a pulse. The ER was chaos around them, Friday night in a Marine town meaning the usual collection of bar fights and drunk Marines, but this patient had priority because he was circling the drain fast.

The biker's eyes opened suddenly, unfocused and desperate. His hand shot out with surprising strength, fingers closing around Rachel's wrist like a vice. She jerked in surprise but didn't pull away, leaning closer when his lips moved.

"Please." The word came out wet and broken. "Three... three of them."

"Sir, you need to stay still," Rachel said, professional calm even as his grip tightened hard enough to bruise. "We're taking care of you."

"Tillman." His voice was barely a whisper, blood bubbling at the corner of his mouth. "Renner. Vásquez. Iron Reapers... beat me. Told the cops... they killed me for it."

Rachel's breath caught. A confession. A dying declaration naming his murderers. She grabbed for the recorder they kept for assault cases, fumbling it on with shaking fingers because this mattered, this could put killers away.

"Say that again," she urged, holding the device close. "Who hurt you?"

"Paul Tillman. Kyle Renner. Dominic Vásquez." Each name came out clearer, like he was using his last breath to make sure someone heard. "Iron Reapers MC. They beat me... I talked to police... they—"

His body convulsed once, hard, and then went still. The monitor screamed its flat-line alarm, the sound cutting through the controlled chaos of the ER like a knife.

"Shit." Maria hit the code button, bringing the crash cart, but Rachel could see it was over. She'd watched enough people die to know when someone was gone, the light leaving their eyes in a way that no amount of CPR could reverse.

They tried anyway. Rachel ran the code with mechanical precision, going through the motions because that's what you did, but after twenty minutes she called it.

"Time of death, eleven forty-three," she announced, stripping off her gloves and feeling the exhaustion settle into her bones. Another body, another family getting the worst call of their lives, another night in the trauma bay where people came to bleed and die.

She was filling out the initial paperwork when the cold prickle started at the back of her neck, that instinct from growing up in rough Jersey neighborhoods that said someone was watching. Rachel looked up slowly, her gaze tracking across the trauma bay to the waiting room visible through the glass partition.

Two men stood there, both wearing leather cuts decorated with patches and club insignia. Iron Reapers MC, the back patches said in bold letters. They weren't looking at the nurses' station or the triage desk. They were staring directly at her, their faces hard and cold in a way that made her stomach drop.

They'd heard. They'd been close enough to hear their dying brother name his killers, and they'd watched her try to get it on record.

Rachel's heart hammered against her ribs as one of them—tall, heavily muscled, with a gray beard and dead eyes—tilted his head slightly. Not a threat, exactly. Just acknowledgment. We see you. We know what you heard.

"Rachel?" Maria touched her arm, making her jump. "You okay? You look like you saw a ghost."

"Those men." Rachel kept her voice low, nodding toward the waiting room. "Are they with the patient?"

Maria glanced over, frowning. "The bikers? Yeah, I think they came in with the ambulance. Want me to get security?"

Before Rachel could answer, the two men turned and walked out, their movements unhurried and deliberate. Like they had all the time in the world. Like they knew exactly where to find her when they decided to come back.

"No," Rachel said, her mouth dry. "They're leaving."

But even as she said it, she knew it wasn't true. They weren't leaving. They were just getting started.

The rest of her shift passed in a blur of routine trauma cases and paperwork, but Rachel couldn't shake the image of those cold stares. She'd been a witness to plenty of assaults and criminal activity during her years in the ER—you couldn't work trauma nursing without seeing the worst of humanity—but she'd never been marked like that. Never had someone look at her with such clear intent.

By the time she finished her charting and gave report to the day shift nurse, dawn was breaking over Jacksonville. Rachel grabbed her bag from her locker, exhaustion making her movements sluggish. She needed to get home, crash for a few hours, then figure out if she should call the police about what the dying man had told her.

Three men. Three names. Iron Reapers MC.

The parking lot was mostly empty, just a handful of cars belonging to night shift staff and early morning visitors. Rachel's ten-year-old Honda sat in her usual spot near the back, and she was fishing her keys from her bag when her phone buzzed.

Maya's contact photo filled the screen—her seventeen-year-old sister grinning at the camera, young and alive in a way that made Rachel's chest tight with protectiveness.

"Hey baby girl," Rachel answered, trying to sound normal instead of rattled. "You're up early."

"I have that calculus test, remember?" Maya's voice was bright with teenage energy. "Just wanted to say good morning before you crashed. Rough night?"

"The usual." Rachel reached her car, key in hand. "Listen, I need to ask you something. Are you staying at Jenna's house again this weekend?"

"Yeah, why? You sound weird."

Because a dying man just named his killers and their friends watched me try to record it. Because I'm scared and I don't want you anywhere near me if these people decide I'm a problem.

"Just checking," Rachel said instead. "Have a good day at school. Love you."

"Love you too. Get some sleep, Rach."

Rachel ended the call and stood there for a moment, staring at her car. She was being paranoid. Those men hadn't threatened her. They'd just looked. She was overtired and jumping at shadows because she'd had a shitty shift ending with a dead patient.

She unlocked her door and slid behind the wheel, cranking the engine. The Honda sputtered to life, reliable despite its age, and she was backing out of her spot when she saw it.

A single business card tucked under her windshield wiper, fluttering in the morning breeze.

Rachel's blood turned to ice. She threw the car in park and got out on shaking legs, pulling the card free with fingers that trembled. Plain white cardstock, no logo or name. Just a phone number written in black ink, and below it, a single word:

Careful.

Her head snapped up, scanning the parking lot for whoever had left it. Empty. Nothing but her car and the few others scattered across the asphalt. Whoever had been here was long gone.

Rachel stood there holding the card, the morning sun warm on her face while fear coiled tight in her gut. This wasn't paranoia. This was a threat, clear and unmistakable. The Iron Reapers knew who she was, where she worked, and what she'd heard.

She climbed back into her car with the card clutched in her fist, locked all the doors, and sat there trying to control her breathing. She should call the police. Report the threat. Show them the recording of the dying confession.

But the dead man had said he'd talked to the police, and look where that got him. Beaten to death, his killers bold enough to show up at the hospital and mark the witness.

Rachel started driving toward her apartment, her hands white-knuckled on the steering wheel. She'd worked trauma long enough to know what came after threats like this. She'd treated enough victims of gang violence and organized crime to understand how this played out.

The Iron Reapers wanted her scared. They wanted her silent.

And God help her, it was working.
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Tracker sat at the compound's bar nursing his second cup of coffee while Cap spread a map of Jacksonville across the scarred wood surface. The morning sun cut through the windows, illuminating the Eagle, Globe, and Anchor mounted on the wall behind the president's head—a constant reminder that they were Marines first, bikers second.

"Iron Reapers are pushing into our territory." Cap tapped a thick finger on the map near Camp Lejeune's main gate. "Recon spotted three of their prospects dealing meth to Marines outside The Depot last night. They're testing us."

Tracker studied the map with the same focus he'd used planning raids in Helmand Province. Iron Reapers MC out of Fayetteville—he knew the club's reputation. Violent, territorial, and dumb enough to think they could muscle into a Marine town without consequences.

"They know who owns Jacksonville," Mortar growled from across the room where he was cleaning his piece with Gunny precision. "This is suicide."

"Or desperation." Tracker's mind worked through the tactical implications. "Paul Tillman's expanding his operation. Needs new markets, figures Camp Lejeune Marines are easy targets."

Cap's jaw tightened. "No bastard poisons our Devil Dogs. I want intel—full workup on their operation, leadership structure, who's backing them."

"I'll handle it." Tracker drained his coffee and stood. Intelligence gathering, reconnaissance, identifying high-value targets—this was MARSOC bread and butter. "Heard anything specific trigger this push?"

"One of their members died at Onslow Memorial last night." Cap rolled up the map. "Mortar's got a friend who works security there. Says it looked like a beating, not a crash."

Every instinct Tracker had honed through eighteen years of special operations snapped to attention. A dead Reaper at the hospital meant potential witnesses, evidence, and leverage. It also meant the club would be cleaning up loose ends.

"I'll check the hospital surveillance," Tracker said, already moving toward the door. "See what shook loose."

"Take Phantom with you," Cap ordered. "If there's a witness, they might need protection."

Tracker nodded and headed for his bike, his mind already running scenarios. Hospital security footage would show who came in with the dying Reaper, who visited, who might have seen or heard something worth killing over. Standard reconnaissance—identify the target, assess the threat, plan the approach.

The ride to Onslow Memorial took fifteen minutes, Phantom following on his Harley as they navigated Jacksonville's streets. Tracker had contacts throughout the city, people who owed the brotherhood favors or respected what the Leathernecks stood for. The hospital security chief was former Navy Corpsman who'd seen Marines save his ass in Fallujah—he'd give them access without questions.

Twenty minutes later, Tracker sat in a cramped security office reviewing footage from the previous night. The timestamp read 11:20 PM when paramedics wheeled in a biker with obvious trauma injuries. Tracker recognized the Iron Reapers cut immediately.

"Fast forward to the trauma bay," he told the security chief.

The footage jumped ahead, showing medical staff working frantically on the dying man. Tracker leaned forward when a nurse moved into frame—dark hair pulled back, athletic build, moving with controlled urgency that said she knew exactly what she was doing. She had the kind of competence that came from years of handling chaos, her hands steady despite the blood and the failing vitals.

Then the biker grabbed her wrist.

Tracker watched the nurse lean in close, saw her fumble for a recorder with shaking hands. The dying man's lips moved, his grip desperate, and the nurse's face shifted from professional calm to shocked recognition. Whatever he'd told her mattered. A confession, maybe. Names.

"Who is she?" Tracker's voice came out harder than intended.

The security chief checked the schedule. "Rachel Alvitre. Night shift trauma nurse, been here four years. Good at her job, doesn't cause trouble."

Tracker filed the name away, his focus locked on the screen. Rachel stayed calm even as the patient died, running the code with mechanical precision despite knowing it was over. Professional. Brave. The kind of woman who didn't fall apart when things went to hell.

Then her head came up, her body going still in a way Tracker recognized instantly. Threat assessment. Someone watching.

The camera angle switched to the waiting room, and Tracker's blood ran cold. Two Iron Reapers stood there, staring directly through the glass partition at Rachel. He recognized one immediately—Kyle Renner, Tillman's primary enforcer. The other was older, harder, with the kind of dead eyes that came from years of violence.

"Son of a bitch," Phantom muttered from behind him. "They heard the confession."

Tracker watched Rachel's face as she spotted the Reapers, saw the fear flash across her features before she locked it down. But the damage was done. The club had marked her as a witness, and witnesses didn't last long when Paul Tillman wanted them silent.

"Pull up the parking lot cameras," Tracker ordered. "Show me her leaving."

The security chief switched feeds, and Tracker watched Rachel walk to her car two hours later, exhaustion evident in every step. She was almost to her Honda when she stopped, staring at something on her windshield. A card. She pulled it free with shaking hands, and even through the grainy footage, Tracker could see the fear that transformed her face.

A threat. They'd already made contact.

"I need her address," Tracker said, standing. His mind was already working through protection protocols, safe house options, extraction timelines. This woman had witnessed something worth killing over, and the Iron Reapers were known for brutal efficiency when eliminating problems.

"Can't give you that," the security chief said carefully. "Privacy laws."

Tracker turned, and whatever the man saw in his face made him reconsider.

"But I can tell you she lives in the Brookwood Apartments off Western Boulevard," the security chief continued. "Building C, I think. Not that you heard it from me."

"Appreciate it, brother." Tracker headed for the door, Phantom falling in beside him.

"We bringing her in?" Phantom asked once they were outside.

"Not yet." Tracker swung onto his bike, his mind racing. "She doesn't know us. We show up claiming to protect her, she'll think we're just another threat. But we watch. Close surveillance. The second those bastards make a move, we intervene."

They rode back to the compound, and Tracker spent the next hour briefing Cap on what he'd found. The president listened with the same focused intensity he'd used commanding Marine companies through combat, asking tactical questions and identifying vulnerabilities.

"She's a civilian," Cap said finally. "Hospital nurse with no connection to MC life. Why would she trust us over the cops?"

"She won't." Tracker pulled up the surveillance photos he'd captured on his phone, the images of Rachel working desperately to save a dying man. "But the Reapers already threatened her family—I saw her on the phone right before she found that card. She's scared, and scared people make bad decisions. We need to be there when she realizes the cops can't protect her."

Cap studied the photo, his expression unreadable. "You're taking point on this?"

"Yeah." The word came out rougher than Tracker intended. Something about watching that nurse stay calm under pressure, seeing her face when she realized she'd been marked—it had triggered every protective instinct he'd spent eighteen years honing. "MARSOC trained me to identify high-value targets and protect assets. She's both."

"She's also a woman who's about to get caught in MC warfare," Cap said quietly. "You bring her into this compound, you're claiming
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