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Spike Wallace smelled death in the desert air.

Not fresh death—something older, persistent. A lingering scent of human desperation that clung to the scrubland where Rogue Horizon territory faded into the razor-thin margins of the borderlands. He cut his Harley's engine, listening to the silence that spread across the moonlit landscape. Three a.m. No wind. No traffic on the county road half a mile back. Nothing but the cooling tick of his bike's engine and that unmistakable scent.

He'd first encountered that specific smell in Ramadi—the odor of human beings transported like cargo. Bodies pressed together for hours, fear sweat mixing with urine and the metallic tang of despair. As a Navy SEAL, he'd liberated shipping containers packed with human trafficking victims, and that smell had seared itself into his memory.

Now it was here, on the edge of Rogue Horizon territory.

"What the fuck," he muttered, swinging off his bike and pulling a compact tactical flashlight from his cut—the leather vest that marked him as the Sergeant at Arms of the Rogue Horizon MC.

The narrow beam cut through darkness, catching fragments of evidence along the dirt track. Fresh tire tracks, deeper than passenger vehicles. Water bottles with Spanish labels. A child's pink backpack half-buried in dirt. A woman's shoe.

Spike crouched, examining the ground with the methodical precision that had kept him alive through three SEAL deployments. The earth told a story to those who knew how to read it. Multiple vehicles. Organized operation. Regular use based on the compacted soil. This wasn't random—this was a smuggling route. A pipeline for human cargo.

His jaw tightened as he straightened, scanning the terrain with combat-honed eyes. This section of borderland—fifteen miles of scrub desert that bracketed Rogue Horizon's southern territory—had always been quiet. Too remote for casual traffic, too visible for serious criminal operations. Or so they'd thought.

Something had changed.

Spike pulled out his burner phone, took several photos of the evidence, then sent a brief text to Steel, the club president.

Human trafficking route. Southern boundary. Need to talk.

The response was immediate: Clubhouse. 0700.

Spike pocketed the phone and continued his search, his boots silent on the hard-packed earth. In Iraq, he'd learned to move like a ghost—a skill that had saved his life repeatedly and now served the club's interests. As Sergeant at Arms, his job was security—identifying threats, eliminating dangers, protecting the brotherhood. This discovery represented something more complex than the usual territorial challenges.

The trail led to a natural depression where vehicles could be hidden from the road. Spike found more evidence: food wrappers, cigarette butts, discarded clothing. A staging area. The organized nature of the site confirmed his suspicion—this was a professional operation using club territory as a transit point.

A flicker of movement caught his peripheral vision—something shifting against the natural patterns of the desert night. Instinct took over before conscious thought. Spike dropped to a crouch, hand sliding to the Glock holstered against his ribs, eyes scanning for the threat.

There. A shadow moving among shadows, approaching the same site from the opposite direction. The figure moved with deliberate stealth, clearly trained in covert movement. Not law enforcement—wrong approach tactics. Not cartel muscle—too methodical, too careful.

Spike circled silently, using the terrain for cover, closing distance with the tactical patience drilled into him by years of special operations training. Twenty yards. Fifteen. Ten. Close enough to see the figure was slimmer than he'd initially assessed. Not a man—a woman. Athletic build. Dark clothing. Professional-grade night vision equipment.

She was documenting the site, taking photographs with a specialized camera designed for low-light conditions. Her movements showed tactical training—maintaining awareness of her surroundings, minimizing exposure, cataloging evidence with methodical precision.

Border Patrol? No. They operated in teams with vehicles and didn't use civilian equipment. Private security? Possible, but this area was far from any protected assets. Something else, then.

Spike closed the final distance silently, years of combat infiltration making his approach undetectable. Three yards behind her, he spoke with quiet authority.

"Federal or private?"

The woman's reaction was immediate and impressive. She dropped to a low stance, spinning with fluid efficiency, a compact pistol materializing in her hand with professional speed. No wasted movement, no panic—just the clean, practiced response of someone with serious training.

"Private," she answered after a beat, her weapon trained steadily on his chest. Her voice carried the controlled calm of someone accustomed to high-stress situations. "And you're trespassing on an active investigation site."

Spike remained motionless, his hands visible but ready. Through her night-vision gear, she would see his cut—the leather vest identifying him as Rogue Horizon MC. He let that register before responding.

"Actually, you're trespassing on Rogue Horizon territory." He studied her stance, recognizing the balanced poise of someone comfortable with both weapons and close-quarters combat. "And investigating what, exactly?"

The woman didn't lower her weapon, but her head tilted slightly—reassessing. "Human smuggling pipeline. Three transport vehicles moving through this zone weekly. Primarily women and children, some forced labor. Average cargo twenty-five to thirty individuals."

The precision of her intelligence indicated long-term surveillance. This wasn't a casual discovery; she'd been tracking this operation for some time. On club territory. Without their knowledge.

"You have a name?" Spike asked, maintaining the same calm he'd used during hostage negotiations in combat zones.

A pause, then: "Chandler. Kelly Chandler."

Something in the way she said it—a hint of defiance, perhaps—suggested it was her real name. Interesting choice, giving a genuine identity to an armed biker in the middle of nowhere at three in the morning.

"Spike Wallace." He responded in kind, a small acknowledgment of her calculated risk. "Sergeant at Arms, Rogue Horizon MC."

Her weapon didn't waver. "I know who you are."

That was unexpected. His involvement with the club was deliberately low-profile, his military background buried under layers of carefully maintained obscurity. The fact that she knew his identity suggested resources beyond the typical private investigator.

"Then you know I don't want this operation on our territory any more than you do," he said.

"Do I?" Her voice held a controlled skepticism. "Smuggling routes typically operate with local protection. Territorial percentage. Operational security."

The implication was clear: she suspected the club was getting paid to look the other way. Steel would have put a bullet in her for the suggestion. Spike felt a different reaction—a grudging respect for her directness.

"Rogue Horizon doesn't deal in human cargo," he said, the edge in his voice not entirely manufactured. "Never have, never will. These fuckers are operating without our knowledge or consent."

Kelly studied him through her night-vision gear, her assessment almost palpable. Whatever she saw apparently satisfied some internal calculation, because she slowly lowered her weapon—though not holstering it. A reasonable compromise.

"I've been tracking this cell for six weeks," she said. "They're part of a larger network running a human smuggling corridor from Mexico through California, Oregon, and into Washington. Professional operation, cartel-trained security, sophisticated logistics."

Spike absorbed this, his mind mapping implications and threats. "Border Patrol?"

"Compromised at specific checkpoints. I don't know how high it goes."

That explained the private operation instead of official channels. If law enforcement was involved, outside contractors would be the only clean option.

"Who are you working for?" Spike asked.

Kelly's pause told him the question crossed an operational boundary. When she finally answered, her words were carefully measured. "Private security contractor. Client list classified. But my current contract is with families trying to locate relatives who disappeared in transit."

Not the entire truth, but not an outright lie either. Spike recognized the careful disclosure of someone operating in gray areas—revealing enough to establish credibility without compromising operational security. He'd used the same approach countless times.

"You're ex-Border Patrol," he said. Not a question.

Her slight shift in posture confirmed his assessment. "And you're former SEAL Team 3. Specialized in hostage recovery and high-value target extraction."

Definitely not standard private investigator resources. She had access to classified service records, which required serious connections. The dynamic between them shifted with this mutual recognition—two professionals with similar backgrounds, now operating outside official frameworks.

"We need to talk," Spike said. "But not here. This site is probably under surveillance."

Kelly nodded, a quick, efficient movement. "I have a secure location three miles east. Off-road capable vehicle required."

"My bike will manage," he said. "Lead the way."

She hesitated, clearly weighing operational security against the potential value of his cooperation. After a moment, she holstered her weapon—a Sig Sauer P365, he noted—and moved toward a dirt path leading east.

"Ten-minute hike to my vehicle," she said. "Stay five yards back, maintain noise discipline."

The directive—issued with the natural authority of someone accustomed to command—might have annoyed him from someone else. From her, it registered as professional courtesy. She was treating him as an operational equal.

Spike retrieved his motorcycle, pushing it manually to avoid engine noise as he followed her path through the desert scrub. The moonlight revealed more of her now—medium height, athletic build, dark hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. She moved with the balanced efficiency of someone who'd spent significant time in tactical environments. Nothing wasted, nothing exaggerated.

Her "secure location" turned out to be an abandoned ranger station tucked into a small canyon, invisible from main roads and positioned to provide excellent defensive sight lines. The weathered building had been subtly reinforced—new locks, security modifications, surveillance equipment disguised as deterioration. Professional setup.

Inside, Kelly activated a signal jammer before turning on a single LED lamp that cast just enough light to work by. The interior was spartan—folding table covered with maps and surveillance equipment, sleeping bag in the corner, weapons case, cooler, satellite communication rig. Everything essential, nothing extraneous.

"Six-minute window before we need to change locations," she said, removing her tactical gear. "Standard counter-surveillance protocol."

In better light, Spike could see her more clearly. Mid-thirties, with the weathered tan of someone who spent most of their life outdoors. Dark eyes that held the hyperaware vigilance of someone accustomed to hostile territory. A three-inch scar along her jawline—knife wound, based on the pattern. Her face was striking rather than conventionally pretty—all angles and purpose, like something carved from desert hardwood.

She spread a detailed topographical map on the table, weighted at the corners with spent .45 casings. "Three primary routes through this sector," she said, tracing lines with her finger. "Staging areas here, here, and here. Transport vehicles enter from these access points. Surveillance indicates they're moving approximately ninety people per week through this corridor."

Spike studied the map, noting how the routes intersected with Rogue Horizon territory. "What happens to them after transit?"

"Distribution network splits them into three categories." Her voice remained clinical, though a muscle in her jaw tightened. "Labor trafficking sent north to agricultural operations. Sex trafficking distributed to urban centers. Higher-value targets—those with specialized skills or education—held for specific buyers."

The detached professionalism in her voice didn't quite mask the controlled rage underneath. Spike recognized it because he felt the same cold fury building in his gut. Human cargo. On his watch. In territory he was responsible for protecting.

"How long has this route been active?" he asked.

"Based on soil compaction patterns and local intelligence, approximately three months." Kelly looked up from the map, meeting his eyes directly. "Your club's territorial control is well-documented. That's why I was surprised to find this operation running without apparent interference."

The implication hung between them—a question about the club's involvement or negligence. Spike felt his expression harden.

"We patrol our boundaries weekly. This operation wasn't here three weeks ago when I last checked this sector personally." His voice carried the absolute certainty of someone who didn't miss details. "They're expanding into our territory, not operating with our knowledge."

Kelly studied him, her dark eyes assessing his response with unsettling intensity. Whatever she saw apparently satisfied her, because she nodded once—a crisp acknowledgment.

"That tracks with the network's expansion patterns," she conceded. "They identify territories with minimal law enforcement presence, establish routes quickly, and operate for short periods before shifting logistics. Your club's reputation for handling problems internally makes this area attractive—reduced risk of official investigation."

An accurate assessment. Rogue Horizon's policy of resolving issues without involving authorities created an unintended vulnerability—criminals could operate in adjacent areas with reduced fear of police involvement. The realization deepened Spike's anger. The club's sovereignty was being used against them.

"They miscalculated," he said, the quiet certainty in his voice carrying more threat than any shouted promise. "I want them off our territory. Permanently."

Kelly's expression shifted subtly—a tightening around the eyes, a slight reevaluation. "My mission is broader than territorial concerns. I need to identify the entire network, not just displace this segment."

"Then our interests align," Spike said. "You want the network. I want them gone. Both require identifying who's running the operation."

She considered this, her tactical mind visibly assessing potential collaboration. The tension in the small space shifted from potential confrontation to cautious alignment.

"I have surveillance equipment, intelligence resources, and operational flexibility," she said. "What does Rogue Horizon bring to this situation?"

The question wasn't a challenge—it was a practical assessment of assets. Spike respected the direct approach.

"Manpower. Territory knowledge. Combat experience. And a reputation that makes people talk when properly motivated." He studied the map, already formulating tactical options. "Plus, they're on our land. That simplifies jurisdictional questions."

A ghost of a smile touched Kelly's mouth—there and gone so quickly he might have imagined it. "Convenient interpretation of jurisdiction."

"Effective interpretation," he corrected.

Their eyes met across the table, an unspoken recognition passing between them. They were similar creatures—trained professionals now operating outside formal structures, guided by personal codes rather than institutional regulations. The parallels created a natural, if cautious, alignment.

"I can provide initial intelligence," Kelly said after a moment. "Surveillance data, vehicle descriptions, operational patterns. But I maintain independent operational status. My investigation can't be compromised by club politics."

"Agreed," Spike nodded. "I'll bring this to our president. The club will want action, but I can maintain operational separation."

Kelly began gathering specific maps and surveillance photos, assembling a carefully curated intelligence package. As she worked, Spike noted the efficient precision of her movements—economy of effort, prioritization of essential information, tactical awareness even in this secure location. Her training was evident in everything she did.

"Why this particular mission?" he asked. The question wasn't strictly necessary for operational planning, but something about her intensity suggested personal stakes beyond professional obligation.

Kelly's hands paused momentarily over the maps, then resumed their task with deliberate focus. "Human cargo isn't abstract to me." Her voice remained controlled, but something darker surfaced beneath the professional exterior. "I spent eight years watching people treated as commodities. Official response is compromised, underfunded, and politically constrained. Private action is the only viable alternative."

Not the complete story, but enough to confirm Spike's suspicion—her motivation went beyond contract fulfillment. This was personal in ways she wasn't ready to disclose. He respected the boundary.

"Contact protocol?" he asked, shifting back to operational considerations.

Kelly handed him a burner phone. "Secure messaging only. No voice calls. No names. No specific locations." Her expression remained professional, but her eyes held his with unmistakable intensity. "And Mr. Wallace? If your club is connected to this operation in ways you're not disclosing, our next meeting will be significantly less collaborative."

The threat didn't anger him—it was exactly what he would have said in her position. Professional caution, clearly communicated.

"Understood," he said. "Same applies in reverse."

She nodded, then checked her watch. "Time to relocate. Standard procedure after any contact with unknown factors."

Spike took the intelligence package and moved toward the door. At the threshold, he turned back. "We're not the enemy in this, Chandler. Remember that."

Kelly's expression revealed nothing, but her response carried the weight of someone who'd seen too much to trust easily. "I'll reserve judgment until the evidence confirms it."

Fair enough. In their line of work, trust was earned through action, not words.

As Spike rode back toward the clubhouse, the desert night surrounded him with the vast emptiness that had always centered his thoughts. The discovery of human trafficking on club territory shifted everything—creating new threats, new alliances, and new responsibilities. Steel would want immediate action, a show of force to reinforce territorial boundaries. The club's standard response was decisive and often violent.

But Kelly Chandler's broader investigation suggested something more complex was required. Tactical patience. Intelligence gathering. Strategic rather than reactive response.

His phone vibrated with a message from the burner she'd given him:

Transport vehicle arriving tomorrow night. 0200 hours. Evidence gathering only. No intervention yet.

Spike sent a single acknowledgment and accelerated toward the clubhouse, his mind already mapping out tactical approaches and resource requirements. Whatever happened next, one thing was absolutely certain—the human smuggling operation would not continue on Rogue Horizon territory.

And somewhere in that determination, the image of Kelly Chandler—with her tactical precision and carefully controlled rage—factored into his calculations in ways he wasn't yet ready to examine.
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Kelly Chandler hadn't planned on involving a motorcycle club in her investigation, but plans changed when the mission required it.

Eight years with Border Patrol had taught her to adapt or fail. Three years as a private security consultant had reinforced the lesson. Fixed operational parameters got people killed. Flexibility kept them alive.

She analyzed the night's unexpected development as she repositioned her surveillance equipment in the new safe house—a abandoned hunting cabin ten miles from the previous location. Spike Wallace. Rogue Horizon MC. Former Navy SEAL. Unexpected variable now potentially aligned with mission objectives.

Her initial assessment was cautiously positive. His reaction to the trafficking operation had been genuine—the cold rage of a professional confronting something fundamentally unacceptable. She'd spent enough time reading micro-expressions in interrogation rooms to recognize authentic responses. Wallace hadn't known about the smuggling route, and he'd taken it as a personal affront.

That aligned with her intelligence on Rogue Horizon. Their criminal enterprises were selective—protection rackets, some arms dealing, territorial enforcement. But they maintained strict boundaries around certain activities. Human trafficking was reportedly on their exclusion list, along with sexual exploitation and civilian targeting.

Still, caution was warranted. Outlaw motorcycle clubs operated by their own rules, and those rules could change when profit margins were threatened.

Kelly secured the perimeter sensors that would alert her to any approach, then methodically unpacked her surveillance gear. The cabin's remote location provided excellent operational security, with clear sight lines to the single approach road and natural escape routes through the surrounding hills. She'd selected it specifically for those tactical advantages.

Her satellite phone vibrated with an incoming message—encrypted communication from her handler.

Progress report required. Asset deployment authorized?

Standard check-in protocol. Her current operation existed in a gray area—privately funded but tacitly supported by former federal contacts who couldn't act officially due to corruption concerns.

She formulated her response carefully:

Local asset identified. Former SOCOM, current MC. Territory concerns create aligned interests. Limited disclosure authorized. Primary surveillance continues. Asset deployment pending verification.

The reply came within minutes:

Verify asset integrity before operational integration. Reminder: mission priorities remain identification of entire network and recovery of primary targets.

Primary targets. The sterile operational term masked the human reality—twenty-three women and children specifically identified by desperate families. Names, photographs, and stories Kelly had memorized during sleepless nights. People who had become more than mission objectives to her, despite her attempts at professional detachment.

She pushed the thought away, focusing instead on operational planning. Wallace would bring this to his club leadership. The question was how they would respond. Territorial violation typically warranted immediate, often violent reaction from outlaw MCs. That would disrupt her carefully planned surveillance operation, potentially compromising months of intelligence gathering.

She needed to channel their response—use their territorial imperative without allowing it to derail the broader mission. That meant establishing value as an intelligence resource while maintaining operational independence.

Kelly checked her watch—4:30 AM. She had approximately three hours before Wallace's scheduled meeting with his club president. Time to compile a targeted intelligence package that would serve her purposes.

She spread her surveillance documentation across the cabin's worn table, selecting specific elements that would demonstrate the trafficking operation's extent without revealing her complete intelligence picture. Partial vehicle identification. Lower-level personnel photographs. Route documentation within Rogue Horizon territory only. Enough to enable action against the local operation without compromising her investigation of the broader network.

As she worked, her mind kept returning to Wallace. Her background check on Rogue Horizon had included dossiers on key members, but the file on the club's Sergeant at Arms had been surprisingly thin. Former Navy SEAL, honorably discharged after multiple deployments. Specialized in hostage recovery and high-risk extraction operations. Minimal criminal record—two assault charges dismissed, one weapons violation reduced to a misdemeanor. The bare facts revealed little about the man himself.

In person, he'd been something different than she'd expected. Most outlaw MC enforcers she'd encountered projected aggressive dominance—all surface threat and testosterone-fueled intimidation. Wallace operated differently. His danger lay deeper, more controlled. He carried himself with the quiet competence she recognized from elite operators—men who didn't need to advertise their capabilities because they were absolutely certain of them.

Her instincts told her he could be a valuable asset or a significant threat, depending on how this developed. Either way, she needed more intelligence before committing to operational integration.

Kelly finished compiling the information package, then began preparing for the day's surveillance rotation. The intelligence she'd shared with Wallace identified a transport vehicle arriving that night, but she'd withheld critical details—specifically, that the previous pattern suggested this vehicle would be carrying "special cargo." Higher-value human assets specifically targeted by the trafficking network rather than opportunistic collections.

Those were the cases that kept her awake at night. People selected for specific buyers with specific requirements. The trafficking equivalent of custom orders.

She cleaned her primary weapon—a Sig Sauer P365 that had replaced her service Glock when she'd left Border Patrol. The familiar ritual centered her thoughts as she processed tactical options. If Wallace proved reliable, his combat experience and local knowledge could significantly enhance operational capabilities. If not, she'd need containment strategies to prevent his club from disrupting her mission.

The satellite phone vibrated again—another message from her handler:

Local asset surveillance activated. Confirm awareness.

Standard protocol. They were running background checks on Wallace and likely deploying remote surveillance to monitor his activities. The reminder was both warning and reassurance—she wasn't operating without support, but she needed to maintain operational security regardless of potential collaboration.

Kelly sent a single acknowledgment, then continued her preparations. By 7:15 AM, she was positioned at her primary surveillance point overlooking the transport route's main access road. The location provided excellent visibility while maintaining adequate cover—natural rock formations concealing her position from casual observation while allowing unobstructed sightlines to the target area.

Through her high-powered binoculars, she observed normal morning activity—local traffic, farm vehicles, nothing indicating criminal operations. The smuggling network operated primarily at night, using darkness for operational security. Daylight hours were for reconnaissance and preparation.

Her burner phone vibrated with a message:

Club briefed. Clean response. Need to talk. Your location secure?

Wallace. The "clean response" suggested the club had reacted as expected—territorial violation requiring action—without complications that would compromise her investigation. A positive development.

She considered the second question carefully. Operational security demanded isolation, but potential collaboration required some level of disclosure. After weighing the options, she responded:

North ridge. Marker rock. 1100 hours. Come alone or not at all.

The location was a secondary observation post with good defensive positioning—multiple escape routes, clear sightlines, natural cover. If Wallace came with hidden backup, she'd detect them before they reached the meeting point. If he came alone as instructed, they could continue assessing potential collaboration without compromising her primary operational locations.

The sun climbed higher as Kelly maintained her surveillance rotation, documenting vehicle patterns and personnel movements with methodical precision. At 10:30, she repositioned to the meeting location, arriving early to secure the area and establish counter-surveillance measures. Simple but effective tripwires on approach paths. Position selected for both acoustic advantage and defensive capability. Primary and secondary weapons checked and ready.

Standard protocol for high-risk contact.
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At precisely 11:00, she heard the distant rumble of a motorcycle approaching on the access road below. Through her binoculars, she confirmed Wallace's identity—riding alone, maintaining awareness of his surroundings with the practiced vigilance of someone who understood hostile territory. He parked his Harley at the designated location and continued on foot, moving with the silent efficiency she'd noted during their first encounter.

His approach to the meeting point demonstrated tactical training—varying his path, using available cover, maintaining awareness of potential ambush locations. She noted with professional appreciation that he'd spotted and carefully navigated around two of her early-warning measures without triggering them. Not many could have detected such subtle indicators.

"Your security perimeter needs work," Wallace said as he reached the meeting location, his voice carrying just enough to reach her position without projecting further. "I count three tripwires and a pressure plate that would be trouble in rainfall."

Kelly emerged from her concealed position, recognizing the critique as professional assessment rather than criticism. "The fourth and fifth measures are working perfectly if you haven't spotted them."

A slight nod acknowledged the point as he surveyed the location with tactical awareness, noting escape routes and defensive positions with a practiced eye. Today, without the darkness concealing his features, she could better assess him physically. Six-foot-two with the lean, corded muscle of someone whose strength came from practical application rather than gyms. Dark hair cropped close on the sides, longer on top. A face that might have been handsome in a conventional way before experience had hardened it into something more interesting—all angles and planes and watchful intensity.

The scar that ran along the side of his neck—a knife wound or something similar—disappeared beneath the collar of his shirt. His Rogue Horizon cut was worn over a plain black t-shirt, the leather adorned with the minimal patches that identified his rank within the club. The Sergeant at Arms rocker. Combat decorations disguised as motorcycle club insignia but recognizable to anyone familiar with military symbology.

"How did the club react?" she asked, maintaining professional focus.

"As expected. Territorial violation requires response." Wallace's voice carried the controlled precision she'd noted before. "But I've convinced them to approach this strategically rather than reactively. They understand the value of identifying the entire operation before moving against it."

Kelly assessed his response, detecting no deception in his micro-expressions or body language. "Unusual restraint for an outlaw MC."

"Rogue Horizon isn't typical." There was something in his tone—not defensiveness, but a conviction that suggested personal investment. "Most of our core members are combat veterans. We approach problems tactically, not emotionally."

An interesting distinction, and one that aligned with her initial assessment. The club's leadership consisted primarily of former military—Iraq and Afghanistan veterans who'd brought their training and tactical thinking into civilian operation.

"The transport vehicle tonight," she said, transitioning to operational matters. "Based on previous patterns, it's likely carrying specialized cargo. Higher-value targets."

Wallace's expression hardened slightly—the only visible indication of his response to the information. "Meaning?"

"Specifically selected individuals rather than opportunity trafficking. People with particular characteristics requested by specific buyers." Kelly kept her voice professionally detached despite the fury that always accompanied this aspect of her investigation. "Medical professionals. Educators. People with specialized skills or specific physical attributes."

The darkness that crossed Wallace's face was brief but intense—a glimpse of the controlled rage beneath his professional exterior. "Extraction?"

"Not yet." Kelly maintained operational focus despite understanding his reaction. "We need to identify the entire network before intervention. Premature action alerts the organization and endangers other victims."

Wallace absorbed this with the disciplined patience of someone accustomed to tactical restraint when emotional response demanded immediate action. "What's your operational timeline?"

"Three-phase approach," she explained. "Intelligence gathering, network identification, coordinated intervention. We're still in phase one."

"While people are being trafficked through our territory." His voice remained controlled, but the tension in his jaw betrayed his struggle with the necessary restraint.

"I understand the imperative to act immediately," Kelly said. "I feel it too. But tactical patience saves more lives in the long run."

Wallace studied her for a moment, his assessment almost palpable. "You've been doing this a while," he observed. Not a question.

"Too long," she acknowledged, the simple admission carrying more weight than she'd intended.

Something shifted in his expression—a recognition of shared experience perhaps. "Your Border Patrol background explains the tactical approach, but not the personal investment. This isn't just a contract for
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