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Chapter 1: Proving Ground
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The warehouse stank of chemicals and desperation. Clint "Rebel" Weber pressed his back against the corrugated metal wall, feeling the rough surface bite through his leather cut. Three months of prospecting for Steel Vengeance MC, and this was his first solo mission. Prove himself worthy of a patch, or wash out like every other wannabe who couldn't handle the brotherhood.

He adjusted his grip on the detonator, counting heartbeats. The Venom Serpents had been pushing their drug operation into Steel Vengeance territory for weeks. Time to send a message that would echo through Detroit's underworld.

Rebel had spent two days casing this place. Former auto parts warehouse on the east side, converted into a meth lab that cranked out product twenty-four seven. The Serpents thought they were untouchable here, hidden behind rusted chain link and broken streetlights. They were wrong.

Army training kicked in as he moved through shadows. Four years as a grunt had taught him patience, observation, and how to make things disappear permanently. The skills that got him discharged for "excessive initiative" were exactly what Steel Vengeance needed.

He slipped through a gap in the loading dock, boots silent on oil-stained concrete. The chemical smell intensified—ammonia, acetone, and something that made his eyes water. Voices drifted from the main floor, casual conversation between men who felt safe.

"Shipment goes out at midnight," someone said. "Boss wants double production next week."

Rebel checked his watch. Eleven-fifteen. Perfect timing.

He'd planted charges at three structural points, enough to bring down the whole operation without leveling the neighborhood. Military demolitions training had its advantages. The Serpents would lose their lab, their product, and their sense of security. Steel Vengeance would gain respect and territory.

All he had to do was get out clean.

Rebel moved through the maze of equipment and supply pallets, staying low. The main production area buzzed with activity—six men working around stainless steel tables covered in chemical apparatus. They wore surgical masks but no real protective gear. Amateurs.

He was almost to the exit when he heard it.

A woman's voice, muffled but distinct. "Please, I'm just a journalist. I'm not a threat to anyone."

Rebel froze. The mission parameters hadn't mentioned hostages. Iron had been clear—destroy the lab, eliminate the threat, get out. Nothing about civilians.

The voice came from a side office with grimy windows. Through the glass, he could make out two figures. A woman with blonde hair tied to a chair, and a man in Serpents colors standing over her.

Shit.

Rebel's jaw clenched. The smart play was to stick to the mission. Detonate the charges, let the Serpents deal with their own problems. He wasn't a full member yet—just a prospect trying to earn his patch. Going off-script could wash him out permanently.

But the woman was still talking, still fighting. "I haven't published anything yet. You can have my notes, my recordings, everything."

"Too late for that, sweetheart," the Serpent replied. "You've seen too much."

Rebel checked his watch again. Eleven-twenty. The charges would blow in ten minutes whether he was clear or not. He'd set them on a timer to ensure the mission succeeded even if something went wrong.

Everything was going wrong.

He weighed his options with military precision. Abort the mission to save a civilian? Risk his patch and Iron's trust? Or complete the job and live with whatever happened in that office?

The woman's voice cut through his calculations. "My editor knows where I am. If I don't check in—"

"Your editor ain't gonna find enough pieces to identify."

That settled it.

Rebel moved toward the office, muscle memory taking over. Four years of room clearing in Afghanistan had taught him to act first and question later. He drew his Glock, checked the magazine, and prepared to rewrite the mission parameters.

The office door was unlocked. Sloppy security for a drug operation. The Serpent had his back turned, focused on intimidating his hostage. He never saw Rebel coming.

A single precise strike to the base of the skull dropped him without a sound. Rebel caught the body before it hit the floor, then turned to assess the civilian.

She was younger than he'd expected, maybe late twenties. Blonde hair, green eyes wide with shock, wearing jeans and a button-down shirt that had seen better days. Definitely not Serpents material.

"Who are you?" she demanded, voice steady despite her situation.

"Your way out," Rebel replied, cutting the zip ties around her wrists with his tactical knife. "We've got about eight minutes before this place becomes a crater."

She rubbed circulation back into her hands, eyeing his cut with obvious suspicion. "Steel Vengeance. Great. Trading one criminal for another."

"Lady, this place is about to explode, and I'm not failing my first solo mission because of you." He grabbed her arm, pulling her toward the door. "Move."

"Wait." She dug in her heels, surprising him with her resistance. "My recorder. My notes. They're in that desk."

"Forget them."

"This story could expose a trafficking ring that's destroyed dozens of families. I'm not leaving empty-handed."

Rebel stared at her. Most civilians would be crying, begging, or catatonic with fear. This one was worried about her journalism. Either she was completely insane or she had balls bigger than most of the prospects he'd known.

"Six minutes," he said flatly.

She rushed to the desk, grabbing a small digital recorder and a notebook stuffed with papers. "Got it."

"Now we go."

They moved through the warehouse together, Rebel leading with his weapon drawn. The production crew was still working, oblivious to the countdown ticking in their midst. Good. Less resistance.

They reached the loading dock as his watch hit four minutes. Rebel's Harley waited in the alley, black and chrome gleaming under the streetlights. He'd positioned it for a fast exit, never expecting to carry a passenger.

"Get on," he ordered.

The journalist—he still didn't know her name—stared at the bike. "I don't do motorcycles."

"You do now, unless you want to be part of the fireworks show."

She climbed on behind him, her body pressed against his back as he fired up the engine. The Harley's rumble echoed off the warehouse walls. Still no alarm from inside. Perfect.

Rebel gunned it, tires squealing as they shot out of the alley. The woman's arms wrapped around his waist, holding on for dear life. He could feel her heart hammering against his spine, her breath warm on his neck through the gap in his helmet.

Three minutes.

He took the turns hard, putting distance between them and the warehouse. The woman didn't scream, didn't panic. She just held on and trusted him to get them clear. Interesting.

They were six blocks away when the night lit up behind them.

The explosion rolled through the air like thunder, rattling windows and setting off car alarms. Orange light painted the sky as the warehouse became an inferno. Secondary explosions followed as the chemical supplies caught fire, sending toxic smoke billowing into the darkness.

Rebel felt the woman's grip tighten around him, her face pressed against his back. But she didn't look away from the destruction. She watched it all, probably already writing the story in her head.

He pulled into a 24-hour diner parking lot two miles from the blast site, cutting the engine. The sudden silence felt deafening after the ride and the explosion.

She climbed off the bike, legs unsteady but her voice rock-solid. "Courtney Green, Detroit News. And you just gave me the story of a lifetime."

"Rebel Weber, Steel Vengeance prospect." He pulled off his helmet, studying her face in the neon light from the diner sign. "And you just cost me a clean mission."

"I didn't ask you to save me."

"No, you just asked to die for a newspaper story."

Her green eyes flashed with anger. "Those people in my notes? They have families. They have lives. This isn't just about headlines."

"And now the Serpents know someone's digging into their operation. You think they're just gonna pack up and leave town?"

Courtney clutched her recorder and notebook against her chest like armor. "I don't need saving from a criminal."

"That criminal just kept you from becoming a statistic."

She opened her mouth to argue, then stopped. In the distance, sirens wailed toward the warehouse fire. The glow on the horizon was already fading, but the message would echo through the underworld for weeks.

Rebel's phone buzzed. Text from Iron: "Status report."

He typed back: "Package delivered. Complications."

The response came immediately: "Compound. Now."

Rebel looked at Courtney, taking in the stubborn set of her jaw and the way she held herself like she was ready for another fight. She was trouble. Beautiful, brave, completely insane trouble.

And the Serpents would be hunting her before dawn.

"You coming with me, or you walking home?" he asked.

"I'm not going anywhere with—"

The sound of motorcycle engines cut her off. Multiple bikes, coming fast. Rebel recognized the distinctive sound of Serpent choppers, higher-pitched than Harleys and twice as loud.

Courtney heard them too. Her face went pale, but she didn't run.

"Your choice, princess," Rebel said, firing up his bike. "Ride with the criminal, or explain your story to his competition."

She looked toward the approaching sound, then at him. For a moment, he thought she might actually choose to face the Serpents alone.

Then she climbed back onto his bike, her arms circling his waist.

"This doesn't mean I trust you," she said in his ear.

"Good," Rebel replied, gunning the engine. "Trust gets people killed."

They roared out of the parking lot as the first Serpent bike rounded the corner, headlight sweeping the empty space where they'd been standing. The chase was on, and Rebel's simple demolition mission had just become something much more complicated.

Behind him, Courtney held on tight, her notebook pressed between them like a promise. She'd wanted a story about missing persons and drug trafficking.

Now she was living it.
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Chapter 2: Headlines and Chaos
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The Steel Vengeance compound looked like a fortress in the pre-dawn darkness. Concrete walls topped with razor wire, motion sensors, and enough firepower to hold off a small army. Rebel felt Courtney stiffen behind him as they approached the reinforced gate.

"Second thoughts?" he asked over the engine noise.

"Too late for those," she replied, but her arms tightened around his waist.

The gate rolled open before they reached it. Ghost's surveillance system had tagged them three blocks out. Inside the compound, security lights illuminated a courtyard filled with Harleys and the kind of men who rode them. Steel Vengeance brothers emerged from the clubhouse, cuts gleaming with patches that told stories of violence and loyalty.

Rebel parked near the main building, killing the engine. The sudden silence felt heavy with judgment. Every eye in the compound was on them—on him, and the civilian he'd brought home.

"Stay close," he murmured to Courtney as she climbed off the bike.

"I can handle myself."

"Not here, you can't."

Iron Steel stepped out of the clubhouse, his presence commanding immediate attention. Six-foot-four of scarred muscle and calculated menace, the Steel Vengeance president had built this brotherhood from the ashes of personal tragedy. His cold blue eyes swept over Rebel, then fixed on Courtney with the kind of stare that made hardened criminals confess.

"Mission report," Iron said simply.

Rebel straightened. "Target destroyed. Serpents lab is gone, along with their product and equipment. Estimated damage two million, plus whatever they had cooking."

"Complications?"

Rebel glanced at Courtney, who stood beside him with her chin raised in defiance. "Civilian hostage situation. Had to adapt."

"Did you now." Iron's voice carried no emotion, but Rebel caught the subtle shift in his stance. The president was evaluating more than just the mission outcome. He was measuring Rebel's judgment, his priorities, his worthiness to wear the Steel Vengeance patch.

Reaper Blake stepped up beside Iron, his enforcer's eyes cataloging threats with professional precision. Behind them, other brothers gathered—Viper, Ghost, Tank, Bishop. The brotherhood that Rebel desperately wanted to join, watching him explain why he'd deviated from orders.

"She's a journalist," Rebel continued. "Investigating missing persons cases connected to Serpents operations. They were about to eliminate her when I found her."

"So you brought her here." Iron's statement held layers of meaning. Bringing civilians to the compound violated protocol. But leaving them to die violated something deeper.

"The alternative was letting her become another statistic."

Courtney stepped forward, surprising everyone. "I didn't ask for rescue. I don't need protection from criminals. And I sure as hell don't need a bunch of outlaws deciding my fate."

The compound went dead silent. Brothers exchanged glances that spoke of violence barely contained. Nobody talked to Iron Steel like that. Nobody.

Iron studied her with the same intensity he'd use on an enemy leader. "You're standing in my house, lady. After my prospect risked his patch to pull you out of a Serpents kill room. I'd suggest you adjust your attitude."

"My attitude isn't the problem here. The problem is a drug operation that's been kidnapping people for forced labor, and now they know someone's investigating them." Courtney held up her notebook. "These names represent real families. Real victims. That matters more than your territorial disputes."

Rebel felt the tension ratchet up another notch. Around the courtyard, hands drifted toward weapons. Courtney either had incredible courage or a death wish.

"You think we don't know about the Serpents' trafficking?" Iron's voice dropped to a growl. "You think we haven't been planning to deal with that problem?"

"I think you're more concerned with protecting your territory than protecting innocent people."

"That's enough," Rebel said sharply, stepping between them. "She's been through hell tonight. The Serpents had her tied up, about to—"

"I can speak for myself," Courtney snapped.

"Then speak smarter," Rebel shot back. "These men could eliminate the Serpents' entire operation in a week. Maybe show some respect for people trying to help."

"Help?" Courtney's green eyes flashed. "You blew up a building. That's not investigation, that's destruction."

"That's justice."

"That's—"

The roar of motorcycle engines cut through their argument. Multiple bikes, coming fast and hard toward the compound. Ghost's voice crackled over the radio system.

"Serpents, incoming. Eight riders, armed and pissed."

Iron's demeanor shifted instantly from interrogation to war mode. "Lockdown protocol. Prospects to defensive positions. Brothers, full alert."

The compound transformed in seconds. Security barriers rose from hidden slots in the concrete. Brothers moved with military precision toward predetermined positions. Weapons appeared from hidden caches.

Rebel drew his Glock, checking the magazine. "Where do you want me?"

"With your civilian," Iron replied. "You brought her, you keep her breathing."

Courtney grabbed Rebel's arm. "I can handle street sources. These people aren't different from—"

"Those sources just tried to kill you," Rebel interrupted. "And now they're coming here with friends."

"Only because you interfered with my investigation."

"My interference is the only reason you're alive to argue about it."

The Serpents hit the compound perimeter with coordinated aggression. Gunfire erupted from multiple positions as they tested the defenses. Muzzle flashes lit up the darkness like deadly fireworks.

Rebel grabbed Courtney, pulling her toward the clubhouse. "Move!"

She resisted, trying to look back at the battle. "My story—"

"Will get you killed if you don't focus."

A bullet sparked off the concrete where they'd been standing. Courtney's eyes went wide as the reality of her situation finally penetrated. This wasn't an interview or investigation. This was war.

They reached the clubhouse as Tank's demolitions expertise painted the night with explosions. The big engineer had booby-trapped the compound approaches months ago. Now the Serpents were learning why Steel Vengeance had never been successfully attacked.

Inside the clubhouse, Rebel pushed Courtney toward the back rooms. "Stay down, stay quiet."

"Where are you going?"

"To do my job."

He turned toward the door, but her voice stopped him.

"Rebel."

He looked back. Her blonde hair was disheveled, her clothes torn from the
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