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The numbers never lied.

Matrix stared at the three death certificates spread across his laptop screen, his jaw clenching as the pattern emerged from the data like a predator stepping out of shadows. David Chen, blown brake lines on a mountain highway. Marcus Williams, home invasion gone wrong in a quiet suburb. Tommy Rodriguez, apparent suicide by hanging in his garage.

Three brothers from his old unit. Three deaths in six months. Three bullshit explanations that wouldn't fool a rookie cop, much less someone who'd spent years tracking insurgent networks in Afghanistan.

"Fuck." The word escaped before he could stop it, echoing in the empty clubhouse at two in the morning. Matrix rubbed his eyes, the blue glow of the computer screen burning into his retinas like a brand. He'd been staring at these files for four hours, cross-referencing dates, locations, methods. Looking for the thread that connected everything.

He'd found it.

His phone buzzed against the oak table. Unknown number, but the area code made his blood freeze. Fort Bragg. Only one person would be calling him from there at this hour.

"Stone."

"Matrix?" The voice was barely a whisper, shaking with terror. "Jesus Christ, man, is that really you?"

"Williams. What the fuck—" Matrix's throat closed. "You're dead. I saw the report."

"That wasn't me, brother. That was some poor bastard they tortured until he looked like hamburger, then stuck my dog tags on." Marcus Williams' breathing was ragged, desperate. "I've been hiding for three weeks. They killed Chen first, made it look like an accident. Then Rodriguez—God, they made Tommy watch while they—"

The line crackled with static, then Marcus was back, voice breaking. "Someone's hunting us, Matrix. Someone with serious resources and military training. They know things about our final mission, about what we saw Colonel Voss—"

The call cut off abruptly.

Matrix was already moving, his chair slamming back against the wall as he stood. His fingers flew over the keyboard, tracing the call through a dozen encrypted networks, but whoever had Marcus knew how to cover their tracks. The signal vanished into digital smoke.

"Shit, shit, shit." Matrix grabbed his phone again, scrolling through contacts he hadn't called in years. The surviving members of Bravo Squad, 3rd Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment. Twelve men who'd served together, bled together, trusted each other with their lives in the mountains of Afghanistan.

Now someone was systematically erasing them from existence.

His first call went straight to voicemail—Jake Morrison, supposedly killed in a car accident last month. Matrix had been too buried in club business to attend the funeral. Now he wondered if there'd even been a body in that coffin.

The second call rang once before a woman answered, voice thick with sleep and confusion.

"Hello?"

"Mrs. Patterson? This is Nick Stone, I served with your husband Danny. I need to speak with him immediately."

Silence. Then a sob that made Matrix's stomach drop to his boots.

"Danny's dead," she whispered. "Three days ago. They said it was a heart attack, but he was only thirty-one and strong as an ox. The doctors couldn't explain—"

Matrix ended the call, his hands shaking as he stared at the list of names on his screen. Twelve soldiers who'd witnessed Colonel Patrick Voss sell intelligence to insurgents for personal profit. Twelve men who'd seen American soldiers die because their commanding officer was more interested in lining his pockets than protecting his troops.

Matrix had tried to report it through proper channels. He'd gathered evidence, documented the betrayals, followed army protocol to the letter. And he'd been told to bury it all or face court martial for insubordination.

Now someone was burying the witnesses instead.

His laptop chimed with an encrypted message from Marcus Williams, sent through a proxy server that bounced the signal across three continents before landing in Matrix's secure email.

They found me. Three vehicles, professional gear. I count at least six hostiles moving on my position. If you get this, warn the others. Colonel Voss isn't done covering his tracks. Watch your six, brother. Semper Fi.

Matrix slammed the laptop shut and reached for the encrypted phone that connected him directly to Phantom's personal line. His president answered on the first ring, voice alert despite the early hour.

"Talk to me."

"We've got a problem. Someone's hunting members of my old unit, making it look like accidents and suicides. Professional-level planning and execution." Matrix was already moving toward the armory, his tactical mind cataloging weapons and defensive positions. "Three confirmed kills, maybe four. They just took out the witness who called to warn me."

"Military?"

"Has to be. These aren't gang bangers or cartel soldiers. This is someone with serious training and unlimited resources." Matrix punched in the armory code, his fingers steady despite the adrenaline flooding his system. "Someone who knows how we think, how we operate."

"How many targets left?"

Matrix closed his eyes, seeing the faces of his brothers-in-arms. Good men who'd served their country and been betrayed by their commanding officer. Men with wives, kids, lives they'd built after coming home from hell.

"Including me? Four, maybe five if they haven't found Jackson yet."

"Consider yourself under club protection as of right now. Get armed and get to the compound. I'm calling in the brotherhood."

The line went dead, leaving Matrix alone with the silence and the weight of eleven dead soldiers pressing down on his shoulders like a lead blanket. He pulled a tactical vest from the locker, checking the ceramic plates by touch. Grabbed his preferred sidearm—a Sig Sauer P226 with custom grips—and enough magazines to fight a small war.

As he moved through the darkened clubhouse toward his bike, Matrix's mind was already working the problem. Whoever was hunting them had combat training, specialist equipment, and the patience to make each kill look accidental. They'd tracked down soldiers who'd scattered across the country, men who'd learned to disappear when necessary.

That took serious intelligence capabilities. Government resources.

Or someone with government connections who'd gone private sector.

Matrix's blood turned to ice water as the pieces clicked into place. Colonel Patrick Voss hadn't just buried the evidence of his betrayal—he'd retired from active duty two years ago and started a private military contracting firm. A company that specialized in "problem solving" for clients who needed things done quietly and permanently.

The engine of Matrix's Harley roared to life, shattering the predawn silence as he raced through the empty streets toward the compound. His tactical mind was already three moves ahead, calculating defensive positions and escape routes, but part of him couldn't stop thinking about Marcus Williams' terrified voice.

They know things about our final mission.

Matrix had spent two years trying to forget that mission. Trying to bury the memory of watching good soldiers die because their colonel had sold them out for blood money. He'd built a new life with the Shadow Legion, found brothers who understood loyalty and sacrifice without the bureaucracy that protected corrupt officers.

Now his past was coming for him with professional killers and military precision.

But Colonel Patrick Voss had made one crucial mistake. He thought Matrix was still the same soldier who'd tried to work within the system, who'd trusted that the truth would eventually come to light through proper channels.

Matrix wasn't that man anymore. He was Shadow Legion now, and the brotherhood didn't play by army rules. They played by their own code, and that code said you protected your own with whatever force was necessary.

As the compound's lights came into view, Matrix allowed himself a cold smile. Voss wanted to hunt down the witnesses to his betrayal? Fine. But he was about to learn the difference between hunting scattered, isolated veterans and going to war with the Shadow Legion MC.

The numbers never lied, and right now they were telling Matrix that Colonel Patrick Voss had just picked a fight with the wrong brotherhood.
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The coffee was cold, but Raven Winters barely noticed as she stared at the surveillance footage playing across her triple monitor setup. Three AM on a Tuesday, and she was watching someone systematically dismantle her security protocols like they were made of tissue paper.

"Son of a bitch," she muttered, fingers flying over the keyboard as she traced the digital intrusion back through seven proxy servers. Whoever was hunting her client had skills that made most corporate hackers look like children playing with toys.

The irony wasn't lost on her. Six months ago, she'd been one of those corporate security analysts, sitting in a glass tower downtown, protecting the assets of companies that cared more about their stock prices than the safety of their employees. Then she'd discovered her supervisors were covering up breaches that put client data—and lives—at risk.

She'd tried to do the right thing. Reported it through proper channels, documented everything, followed procedure like a good little employee. They'd fired her, blacklisted her from the industry, and made sure everyone knew she was a "disloyal troublemaker" who couldn't be trusted.

So she'd started her own firm. Small clients who couldn't afford the big security companies but needed protection from threats they couldn't see coming. Veterans, mostly—men and women who'd served their country and come home to find that the skills that kept them alive overseas didn't translate to navigating corporate politics and bureaucratic betrayals.

Now someone was using those same veterans as target practice.

Her secure phone buzzed with an encrypted message from her current client—Danny Patterson, a former army ranger who'd been receiving death threats for the past month. His wife had hired Raven after the local police dismissed the threats as pranks from disgruntled coworkers.

Raven's blood turned to ice as she read the message.

Danny's dead. Heart attack, they said. But he was healthy as a horse. Something's wrong. Please help.

Raven closed her eyes, fighting the familiar rage that came with watching good people get destroyed by forces they couldn't control. Danny Patterson was the third veteran client she'd lost in two months. All healthy men in their thirties. All sudden, unexplained deaths that official channels were happy to write off as natural causes or accidents.

She opened her surveillance software and began cross-referencing the security breaches. The patterns were subtle—someone had been systematically mapping her client networks for weeks, identifying vulnerabilities, learning schedules and habits. Professional-grade intelligence gathering that required serious resources and training.

Military-grade precision.

Her fingers paused over the keyboard as another possibility occurred to her. What if the deaths weren't random? What if someone was targeting specific veterans, and her clients were just unlucky enough to be on the same list?

Raven pulled up her secure database and started comparing client profiles. All former military. All served in Afghanistan between 2019 and 2021. All had expressed concerns about corruption they'd witnessed during their service.

"Fuck me," she whispered, seeing the pattern emerge like a constellation in a dark sky. Someone was systematically eliminating witnesses to something that happened overseas. Something bad enough to kill for.

Her computer chimed with an alert—another attempted breach, this one more aggressive than the others. Raven's defensive systems were holding, but barely. Whoever was behind this was escalating, getting desperate.

Or closing in.

She grabbed her go-bag from under the desk, a habit she'd developed after leaving corporate security. Cash, fake IDs, encrypted drives, and enough firepower to hold off an assault team until help arrived. The paranoia that had made her unemployable in the corporate world was about to save her life.

Her tracking software finally broke through the proxy servers, revealing the source of the attacks. The IP address traced back to a server farm in Virginia, registered to a company called Voss Strategic Solutions.

Raven's heart hammered against her ribs as she researched the company. Private military contractor, specializing in "asset protection and risk mitigation." Founded two years ago by retired Colonel Patrick Voss, former army intelligence.

She cross-referenced Voss's service record with her dead clients' files. Bingo. All three men had served under his command during their final deployment. All three had been part of a unit that reported suspected war crimes through proper channels.

All three were now dead.

Raven was reaching for her secure phone to call her emergency contact when every screen in her office went black. A second later, they flickered back to life, displaying a single message in red text:

STOP DIGGING OR JOIN YOUR CLIENTS.

"Like hell," Raven snarled, her fingers already moving to activate the emergency protocols she'd installed after her first corporate betrayal. Dead man's switches that would upload everything she'd discovered to secure servers across three continents if she didn't check in every twelve hours.

She was halfway to the door when the lights went out.

Emergency lighting kicked in, bathing her office in an eerie red glow as Raven heard the unmistakable sound of tactical boots in the hallway outside. Multiple sets, moving with coordinated precision that spoke of professional training.

Raven drew her Glock 19 from the shoulder holster hidden under her jacket, checking the magazine by touch. Fifteen rounds, plus two spare mags on her belt. Not much against what sounded like a full assault team, but she'd learned to work with what she had.

The fire escape was her best option—three flights down to the alley, then six blocks to her backup safe house. She was moving toward the window when her computer chimed again, this time with an incoming encrypted call.

The caller ID made her hesitate. UNKNOWN - MILITARY ENCRYPTION.

Against her better judgment, she answered.

"Raven Winters."

"Ms. Winters, my name is Matrix. I'm calling because we have a mutual problem—someone's hunting people who know too much about Colonel Patrick Voss." The voice was calm, controlled, with an edge that suggested serious tactical training. "Your office is about to be hit by a professional kill team. You have maybe two minutes before they breach your defenses."

"How do you—"

"No time. Fire escape on the east side leads to an alley. Black motorcycle will be waiting with a spare helmet. Trust me or die—your choice."

The line went dead as the sound of power tools echoed from the hallway. They were cutting through her reinforced door like it was cardboard.

Raven grabbed her laptop and backup drives, stuffing them into her go-bag as she weighed her options. Trust a complete stranger who somehow knew about her security setup, or face a professional kill team with fifteen rounds and a lot of attitude.

Easy choice.

She was through the window and onto the fire escape when the explosion blew out her office door. Tactical lights swept the room as armed figures in military gear poured through the breach, moving with the kind of coordinated precision that spoke of extensive training and unlimited resources.

Raven dropped down the fire escape three rungs at a time, her heart hammering as she heard shouts from above. They'd discovered her escape route. She had maybe thirty seconds before they reached the alley.

The black Harley was exactly where the stranger had promised, engine running, spare helmet clipped to the passenger seat. The rider was a mountain of a man in leather and denim, his face hidden behind a full helmet, but his body language screamed dangerous competence.

"You Matrix?" she called over the engine noise, already swinging her leg over the bike.

"That's
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