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The twisted metal screamed a story of violence.

Hannah Tatum crouched beside the mangled remains of the eighteen-wheeler, her trained eye cataloguing details that would make most people sick. Blood still stained the driver's seat dark brown, three days after they'd cut Jimmy Harden free. What was left of him.

The Arizona sun beat down mercilessly on Highway 60, turning the asphalt into a shimmering lake of heat. Sweat trickled down her spine as she photographed the brake line—or what should have been a brake line. Instead, she found a clean slice through reinforced steel, precise as a surgeon's cut.

"Accident, my ass," she muttered, adjusting her camera lens.

"Ma'am?"

Hannah glanced up at Officer Reynolds, the highway patrol rookie who'd been assigned to babysit her investigation. Poor kid looked green around the gills every time she pointed out another piece of evidence.

"Nothing, Officer. Just talking to myself." She stood, brushing dust off her jeans. "Have you seen cuts like this before?"

Reynolds shuffled closer, squinting at the severed brake line. "Uh, no ma'am. Looks pretty clean though."

"That's because someone made it clean." Hannah's voice carried the edge that had earned her a reputation as the insurance investigator nobody wanted to see coming. "This wasn't mechanical failure. Someone wanted Jimmy Harden dead."

The rookie's eyes widened. "You think this was murder?"

"I think this was sabotage disguised as an accident. Third one this month, all involving the same type of commercial vehicle, all with the same suspicious brake failures." Hannah packed her camera away, mind already racing through the connections she'd been building. "Someone's got a serious problem with truckers in this territory."

As she walked back to her rental car, Hannah's phone buzzed. The display showed her insurance supervisor's number, but she let it go to voicemail. Dave Krueger would want her preliminary report, and she wasn't ready to give him the sanitized version he expected.

The truth was messier. More dangerous.

Her laptop sat open on the passenger seat, displaying the case files she'd been cross-referencing for weeks. Jimmy Harden, Desert Wolves Transport. Before him, there'd been Carlos Mendez from Highway Freight, and before Carlos, there'd been Sam Porter from Independent Logistics. Three companies, three dead drivers, three "accidents" that shared the same signature.

Professional sabotage.

Hannah slid behind the wheel and pulled up the investigation timeline she'd been building. The pattern was there, clear as daylight if you knew what to look for. Someone was systematically eliminating competition in the regional trucking industry, making it look like mechanical failures and bad luck.

But Hannah had learned to see through lies the hard way.

Danny's accident flashed through her memory—her brother's truck wrapped around a tree, brake failure the official cause. She'd been too grief-stricken then to ask the right questions. Too trusting of the insurance investigators who'd written it off as driver error.

That was five years ago. She'd spent every day since learning to spot the lies.

Her phone rang again. This time the display showed a number she didn't recognize, but she answered anyway.

"Hannah Tatum."

"Ms. Tatum, this is Careena Harden. Jimmy's wife." The woman's voice cracked with exhaustion. "The funeral director said you've been asking questions about the accident."

Hannah's grip tightened on the phone. "Mrs. Harden, I'm sorry for your loss. I'm investigating the accident for the insurance company, trying to understand what happened."

"Jimmy wasn't careless." Careena's voice turned fierce. "Twenty years driving trucks, never even a speeding ticket. His rig was perfect—he checked everything twice before every run. The brake lines didn't just fail."

"I believe you," Hannah said quietly. "Can you tell me about the weeks before the accident? Did Jimmy mention any problems? Any threats?"

Silence stretched between them, broken only by Careena's shaky breathing.

"There were phone calls," she finally whispered. "Two weeks before he died. Late at night, always hanging up when I answered. Jimmy said it was nothing, but I could see it worried him. He started checking the truck more often, like he was afraid someone might..."

Careena's words dissolved into tears.

Hannah closed her eyes, feeling the familiar burn of rage in her chest. Another family destroyed by someone's greed. Another woman left to pick up the pieces while the killers walked free.

"Mrs. Harden, I promise you—I'm going to find out who did this to Jimmy. They're not going to get away with it."

After she hung up, Hannah sat in the suffocating heat, staring at the accident scene. The twisted metal. The blood stains. The precise cut through the brake line that everyone else wanted to ignore.

She pulled up the case file on her laptop and started typing her real report—not the watered-down version for the insurance company, but the truth. Jimmy Harden had been murdered, along with Carlos Mendez and Sam Porter. Someone was using "accidents" to eliminate truckers, and the pattern pointed to one obvious suspect.

Belcher Freight owned sixty percent of the commercial trucking contracts in the region. Rick Belcher had been aggressively expanding for two years, underbidding established companies and somehow always knowing exactly how much to bid. His operation was too successful, too perfectly positioned.

Too convenient.

Hannah's fingers flew over the keyboard, documenting every piece of evidence, every connection. She'd learned the hard way that official channels didn't give a damn about dead truckers. The cops would take their reports and file them away. The insurance companies would pay out the claims and move on.

But Hannah Tatum didn't move on.

She saved the file and closed the laptop, her jaw set with determination. Tomorrow she'd drive to the Desert Wolves Transport offices and warn them they were being targeted. Tonight, she'd follow the money trail that connected three dead drivers to one very successful competitor.

As she pulled onto the highway, Hannah caught a glimpse of a black pickup truck in her rearview mirror. It had been parked at the edge of the accident scene when she'd arrived, and now it was following her at a careful distance.

Professional surveillance.

Her pulse quickened, but not with fear. With anticipation. If someone was watching her, it meant she was getting close to something they didn't want exposed.

"Come on then," she murmured, pressing harder on the accelerator. "Let's see what you're so afraid of."

The pickup maintained its distance as she drove toward Tucson, a dark shadow in her mirrors. Hannah smiled grimly and reached for her phone. Time to call Dave Krueger and request backup resources for what was about to become a very complicated investigation.

But first, she was going to find out exactly who was killing truckers in the Arizona desert.

And then she was going to make them pay.
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The sound of Zero's fist hitting the solid oak table echoed through the Desert Wolves clubhouse like a gunshot.

"Three drivers dead in six weeks." The president's voice carried the lethal calm that made smart men step back. "Jimmy Harden, Carlos Mendez, Sam Porter. All brake failures. All our territory."

Diesel leaned back in his chair, studying the faces around the table. The brotherhood sat in their familiar hierarchy—Zero at the head, Talon to his right, Wolf manning the security monitors, Stinger cleaning his sidearm with methodical precision. The newer patches, Razor, Hawk, and Viper, waited for orders with the disciplined patience of soldiers.

"Accidents don't come in threes," Talon growled, his demolitions expertise making him particularly suspicious of mechanical failures. "Someone's declaring war on our transport business."

"Belcher Freight," Wolf said without looking up from his surveillance screens. "Rick Belcher's been sniffing around our contracts for months. Underbidding established routes, somehow always knowing exactly what numbers to hit."

Diesel's jaw tightened. He'd been watching Belcher's operation expand across their territory like a cancer, swallowing smaller companies and eliminating competition through methods that stank of corruption. The bastard was using legitimate business as cover for something uglier.

"Jimmy's brake lines were cut," Diesel said, his voice carrying the quiet authority that came from twenty years of working with machinery. "Clean slice through reinforced steel. Professional work."

The table went silent. These men knew the difference between mechanical failure and sabotage.

Zero's pale eyes fixed on Diesel. "You examined the wreckage?"

"Yesterday. Before the insurance investigator showed up." Diesel pulled out his phone, scrolling to the photos he'd taken of the severed brake line. "Someone wanted Jimmy dead and made it look like an accident. Same signature as the other two."

"Insurance investigator?" Stinger looked up from his weapon, predator instincts engaging. "What kind of heat are we looking at?"

"Independent contractor. Hannah Tatum." Diesel had run her background after spotting her at the accident scene. "Former automotive engineer turned insurance investigator. Lost her brother in a suspicious trucking accident five years ago."

Wolf's fingers flew over his keyboard. "Hannah Tatum, age thirty-one, licensed private investigator specializing in commercial vehicle claims. Clean record, no law enforcement connections. Works solo for multiple insurance companies."

"She's hunting the same pattern we are," Diesel continued. "Saw her documenting the brake sabotage, taking photos the highway patrol missed. Woman knows what she's looking for."

Razor leaned forward, scarred knuckles resting on the table. "Could be useful. Or could be a problem."

"Depends on what she does with what she finds," Zero said. "If she's building a case for the insurance companies, that's one thing. If she's planning to involve federal agencies..."

"She's not," Diesel said with certainty that surprised him. "Watched her work the scene for two hours. This is personal for her. She wants whoever killed her brother, not a federal case."

The brotherhood exchanged glances. Personal vendettas they understood. Federal involvement was poison.

"Belcher's got inside information," Hawk observed, his pilot's precision evident in how he analyzed the threat. "Knows our routes, our schedules, our drivers. Someone's feeding him intelligence."

"Could be random surveillance," Viper suggested. "Trucking routes aren't exactly classified."

"Nothing random about this." Diesel's voice carried the flat certainty of someone who'd spent years in combat zones. "Three drivers, three different routes, all sabotaged the same way. Belcher's got a source inside our operation."

Zero nodded slowly. "Diesel, this is your area of expertise. Transport coordination, vehicle security, mechanical operations. You want the lead on this?"

The offer hung in the air like smoke. Taking point on a mission meant responsibility for brotherhood lives, for protecting the pack's legitimate business that kept food on the table for growing families. It meant hunting killers who'd already proven they were willing to murder truckers for territory.

But it also meant protecting what was theirs.

"I'll handle it," Diesel said. No hesitation, no doubt. The brotherhood needed someone who understood both the mechanical details and the tactical requirements.

"Rules of engagement?" Talon asked, already thinking like the demolitions expert who'd spent years eliminating targets.

"We identify the source," Zero replied. "We eliminate the threat. We protect our drivers and our territory. This stays local—no federal involvement, no outside agencies."

"What about the investigator?" Wolf asked. "Hannah Tatum's already connecting the dots. If she keeps digging..."

"She'll find Belcher," Diesel said. "Question is whether she'll try to build a legal case or handle it another way."

Stinger snorted. "Legal case against Rick Belcher? Man's got half the county officials in his pocket. She'd be wasting her time."

"Or getting herself killed," Razor added grimly. "Belcher doesn't leave loose ends."

Diesel felt something cold settle in his chest at the thought of the determined woman he'd watched documenting evidence being targeted by Belcher's operation. She'd been thorough, professional, completely focused on finding the truth. The kind of focused intensity that got people killed when they threatened the wrong bastards.

"I'll make contact," he said. "See what she's learned, what she's planning. If she's useful, we coordinate. If she's a threat..."

He left the sentence hanging. The brotherhood understood the implications.

"Coordinate how?" Zero's pale eyes missed nothing. "Woman's an insurance investigator, not military. She's not going to understand our methods."

"She'll understand results," Diesel replied. "Her brother was killed the same way as our drivers. She wants justice, we want to eliminate threats to our operation. Goals align."

Talon grinned, the expression carrying enough menace to make grown men nervous. "You mean goals align until she realizes justice for us involves permanent solutions."

"Then we make sure she realizes it before that becomes a problem," Diesel said.

The meeting continued for another hour, tactical planning and resource allocation for what was shaping up to be a territorial war. But Diesel's mind kept drifting to the insurance investigator who'd spent two hours documenting evidence that could identify their enemy.

Hannah Tatum was hunting the same predator they were. The question was whether she'd be an asset or a liability when the shooting started.

After the meeting broke up, Diesel headed to the workshop behind the clubhouse. The familiar smell of motor oil and metal calmed his mind, letting him think through the tactical requirements. Three modified surveillance vehicles, hardened communications equipment, and enough firepower to handle whatever Belcher threw at them.

But first, he needed to understand what the investigator had learned.

His phone buzzed with a text from Wolf: Tatum checked into Roadway Inn, room 127. Driving white Toyota Camry, Arizona rental plates.

Diesel smiled grimly as he selected tools for the evening's work. Time to find out if Hannah Tatum was an ally or just another problem to solve.

Either way, Rick Belcher's sabotage operation was about to discover what happened when you targeted Desert Wolves territory.
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