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The skip had cried when Lucia cuffed him.

Two hundred forty pounds of meth dealer sobbing like a toddler while she zip-tied his wrists and called the bondsman. Thirty minutes later, she'd collected her fee and watched Jacksonville PD haul Robert Highsmith off to county lockup. Another successful recovery for Vega Bail Enforcement.

Lucia pulled into the strip mall parking lot at nine o'clock, exhausted but satisfied. Her small office sat between a nail salon and a pawn shop—not glamorous, but the rent was cheap and the location kept her close to the courthouse. She'd built this business from nothing. Years of tracking bail jumpers through eastern North Carolina, proving that a woman could excel at work most men wouldn't touch.

She unlocked the front door and flicked on the lights, already thinking about the cold beer waiting in her apartment fridge. The paperwork on Highsmith could wait until morning. Tonight she wanted a shower, that beer, and maybe eight hours of sleep for once.

Her desk was covered in case files. Three active skips, two new bonds to review, and the background check she'd been running on Eduardo Salazar—the dealer she'd apprehended last week. Something about that collar still nagged at her. The way he'd looked at her when she'd taken him down. Not scared. Amused.

Lucia shook off the thought. Low-level dealers were all the same. Big talk, no backup. Eduardo Salazar was sitting in county awaiting trial, and she had eleven thousand dollars in her business account to show for it.

She grabbed her jacket from the back of her chair and reached for the light switch.

The first bullet punched through the front window before she heard the gunfire.

Lucia hit the floor on pure instinct, Army training taking over before her brain caught up. Glass exploded inward, showering her desk, her files, the coffee maker she'd bought herself for Christmas. The roar of automatic weapons filled the small office—not random shots, but controlled bursts sweeping methodically across the space.

She crawled toward the back room, staying below the window line. Three distinct firing positions. Maybe four. Professional spacing, coordinated volleys. This wasn't some pissed-off skip's boyfriend with a pistol.

This was a hit.

More glass shattered. Bullets tore through the drywall above her head, raining dust and insulation. Lucia made it to the storage room and pressed her back against the cinder block wall, her Glock already in her hand. Her pulse hammered, but her hands stayed steady. Combat breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. She'd been shot at before. She'd survived before.

The gunfire stopped as suddenly as it started.

Engine roar. Three vehicles, from the sound—big SUVs with throaty exhausts. Tires squealed on asphalt, and then silence crashed down so hard her ears rang with it.

Lucia stayed frozen against that wall for a full minute, weapon raised, waiting. When nothing moved, she crept back toward the front office, glass crunching under her boots.

The place looked like a war zone.

Every window was gone. Her desk was Swiss cheese, computer monitor shattered, files scattered and shredded. The ceiling tiles hung in tatters. Brass casings littered the sidewalk outside—she counted at least forty through the destroyed window frame before she stopped counting.

Her hands started shaking. Not during the attack, not while she was moving and thinking and surviving. Now. When it was over and the adrenaline had nowhere to go.

Lucia called 911 with numb fingers and gave her statement to two patrol officers who seemed more annoyed than concerned. Drive-by shooting in this neighborhood wasn't exactly rare. They took photos, collected a few casings for evidence that would never get processed, and told her to contact her insurance company.

Nobody asked if she had enemies. Nobody seemed to care that the shooting pattern was military-precise, that three vehicles had coordinated fire like a goddamn special operations team.

She spent the night at a motel off Western Boulevard, her Glock on the nightstand and a chair wedged under the door handle. Sleep didn't come. Every engine that passed made her reach for her weapon. Every shadow in the parking lot looked like a threat.

By dawn, she'd convinced herself she was overreacting. Random violence. Wrong place, wrong time. Jacksonville had its share of gang activity, cartel spillover from the I-95 corridor. The shooters probably hit the wrong building.

Then she went home and found the coyote.

The animal's body was arranged on her doorstep like a gift, headless and gutted. Blood had pooled on the welcome mat, soaked into the concrete. A note was pinned to its fur with a hunting knife—actual paper, handwritten in Spanish.

You took what belongs to Salazar. Now we take everything from you. Run if you want. We'll find you. Hide if you want. We'll find you. Beg if you want. We'll still kill you. But first we'll make you scream.

Lucia read the note three times, her blood turning to ice water.

Eduardo Salazar. The low-level dealer with the amused smile.

She pulled out her phone and started digging. Really digging this time, using contacts she'd built over years of fugitive recovery. A bail bondsman in Wilmington who owed her a favor. A retired DEA agent who'd helped her locate a skip in Fayetteville. A courthouse clerk who talked too much after three margaritas.

The picture that emerged made her stomach drop.

Eduardo Salazar wasn't a low-level anything. He was the nephew of Hector Salazar—regional cartel boss controlling heroin and fentanyl distribution throughout eastern North Carolina. The bust she'd been so proud of, the eleven thousand dollars sitting in her account, had publicly humiliated a cartel family. She'd taken down cartel royalty in front of witnesses, cuffed him like a common criminal, and delivered him to county lockup.

In cartel culture, that demanded blood.

Lucia sat in her car outside her apartment, staring at the coyote carcass through her windshield. The traditional cartel warning. A message that said you're already dead, you just don't know it yet.

She'd spent years building Vega Bail Enforcement. Five years proving she could handle anything this job threw at her. Armed skips, violent offenders, men twice her size who thought a woman couldn't take them down. She'd handled all of it through skill and toughness and sheer stubborn refusal to back down.

But this wasn't a skip. This wasn't some tweaker with a knife or a wife-beater who thought he was tough.

This was a cartel with unlimited resources and professional sicarios who'd just demonstrated they could light up her office with military precision any time they wanted. They knew where she worked. They knew where she lived. They'd left a gutted animal on her doorstep like a promise.

And somewhere, Hector Salazar was waiting for her to make her next move so he could end her.

Lucia's hands tightened on the steering wheel. She'd been Army MP. She'd trained for combat, practiced apprehension techniques, built a career on being harder than the criminals she hunted. But she wasn't stupid. Going up against cartel operators alone was suicide with extra steps.

She needed to move. Needed to think. Needed to figure out her next play before the sicarios came back to finish what they'd started.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number.

She answered without speaking, just listened.

"Lucia Vega." A man's voice, accented, almost pleasant. "You should have researched your target more carefully. Now my uncle wants your head on his desk. Literally. I tried to tell him you were just doing your job, but family honor..." A soft laugh. "You understand. Nothing personal."

The line went dead.

Lucia threw the phone onto the passenger seat and pulled out of the parking lot, tires squealing. She didn't know where she was going. Away from the coyote. Away from the blood. Away from the death sentence she'd earned by being good at her job.

The rearview mirror showed a black SUV pulling onto the street behind her.

Then another.

Her foot pressed harder on the gas, and the SUVs matched her speed, maintaining distance but not hiding. They wanted her to know she was being followed. Wanted her to understand that running was pointless, that they could take her any time they chose.

Run if you want. We'll find you.

Lucia Vega had built her entire life on refusing to be intimidated. On standing her ground when smarter people would walk away. On proving that tough Texas woman wasn't just talk.

But as she watched those SUVs trail her through Jacksonville's morning traffic, she understood something with terrible clarity.

This wasn't a fight she could win alone.
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Ace had been back at the compound for three weeks, and the itch under his skin still hadn't settled.

He stood in the garage bay running a rag over his Softail's chrome, working oil into leather saddlebags that didn't need conditioning. Busy work. The kind of thing a man did when his hands needed occupation and his mind wouldn't stop churning.

The compound hummed with morning activity around him. Torque was elbow-deep in Tracker's engine, cursing creatively about a carburetor that refused to cooperate. Train sat on an overturned crate cleaning his weapon, field-stripping and reassembling with the kind of muscle memory that never faded. Thunder was somewhere inside, probably convincing one of the prospects to make another pot of coffee.

Home. This was home now. Had been home before he'd left for that last deployment, chasing something he'd thought mattered more than brotherhood.

Turned out nothing mattered more than brotherhood.

"You're gonna rub a hole through that chrome."

Ace looked up to find Cap crossing the garage, coffee mug in hand and that steady officer gaze taking everything in. The President moved like he always did—controlled authority that made men straighten up without being told.

"Keeping busy," Ace said.

"Keeping restless." Cap stopped beside the bike, studying him. "You've been prowling the territory every night this week. Thought you came back because you missed us, not because you wanted to play lone wolf."

Ace tossed the rag onto his workbench. "Noticed something. Been trying to figure out what."

"Talk to me."

This was why he'd come back. Not the flying, not the missions, not any of the shit he'd told himself mattered during those years away. This. A brother who saw when something was wrong and demanded answers. A President who gave a damn about what his men carried.

"Surveillance," Ace said. "Professional. Rotating vehicles running patterns through Jacksonville the last few days. I've spotted the same black Suburbans three times on different routes—never the same driver visible, but identical tint, identical rims. Someone's running an operation in our territory."

Cap's eyes sharpened. "Cartel?"

"That'd be my guess. Too coordinated for local gangs. Too patient for tweakers."

"Any idea who they're watching?"

Ace shook his head. "Not yet. But I've got a feeling we're gonna find out real soon."

The compound's front gate rumbled open, and both men turned as Recon rolled in on his Heritage. The Road Captain killed his engine and swung off the bike with the kind of economy that came from years of operating in hostile territory.

"Got something," Recon said, pulling off his gloves as he approached. "You know that bounty hunter works out of the strip mall on Gum Branch? Lucia Vega?"

The name hit Ace somewhere in his chest. He'd seen her around Jacksonville—dark hair, athletic build, moved like she knew how to handle herself. Drove a black Charger and had a reputation for bringing in skips that other agents wouldn't touch.

"What about her?" Cap asked.

"Her office got shot to hell last night. Drive-by, but not the usual gangbanger bullshit." Recon's jaw tightened. "I talked to a buddy at Jacksonville PD. They're calling it random, but the brass count says otherwise. Forty-plus rounds from multiple vehicles in coordinated bursts. That's not random. That's a message."

Ace's gut clenched. The surveillance patterns. The black Suburbans. A professional hit on a local business owner.

"She arrested Eduardo Salazar last week," he said. Both men looked at him. "I saw the report. Figured it was just another dealer collar. But if she pissed off the wrong Salazar—"

"Hector Salazar's nephew." Cap's voice went flat and cold. "Jesus Christ."

"That explains the surveillance," Recon said. "Cartel's got eyes on their target. They missed last night, so they're tracking her for another shot."

Ace was already moving toward his bike. "Where is she now?"

"Unknown. She wasn't at her apartment this morning—my contact said there was a dead coyote on her doorstep with a cartel warning note. Classic intimidation." Recon caught Ace's arm. "Brother. We don't even know this woman."

"She's operating in our territory." Ace met his Road Captain's eyes. "She took down a skip doing her job, and now cartel sicarios are hunting her with military precision. You telling me that's not our business?"

Cap stepped between them, his presence commanding attention. "Church. Tonight. We discuss this properly with all brothers present." He fixed Ace with a look that had commanded battalions. "You go running off half-cocked, you're no good to anyone. Including her."

Ace forced himself to breathe. Cap was right. He knew Cap was right. But something about this situation—about her—had his blood running hot and his instincts screaming to move.

"Church," he agreed. "But if she's dead by tonight—"

"Then we avenge her," Cap said simply. "But she's not gonna be dead. Woman like that, taking down cartel nephews solo? She knows how to survive."



The chapel filled with leather and tension as brothers took their seats around the scarred wooden table. Cap at the head, Tracker to his right, Recon to his left. Mortar, Phantom, Torque, Stalker, Train, Thunder—every patched member present and accounted for, faces grim in the overhead light.

Ace sat near the foot of the table, his knee bouncing with barely contained energy. He'd spent the day digging into Hector Salazar's operation, and what he'd found made his jaw ache from clenching.

"Brother's got the floor," Cap said, nodding to Ace. "Tell them what we're dealing with."

Ace stood, hands braced on the table. "Lucia Vega. Bail enforcement agent operating out of Jacksonville. Former Army MP, runs her own shop, ninety percent recovery rate. Last week she arrested Eduardo Salazar on a bond skip—didn't know he was connected to the cartel."

"Salazar?" Mortar's scarred face darkened. "Hector Salazar?"

"His nephew. And apparently taking down family means blood debt. They shot up her office last night, left a gutted coyote on her doorstep this morning with a death threat
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