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Chapter 1: Blood in the Shadows
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Ghost pressed his knife against Detective Ray Kowalski's throat in the abandoned warehouse, the blade drawing a thin line of blood. The corrupt cop's eyes bulged with terror as he recognized death in Ghost's flat stare.

"You killed my partner," Ghost said, his voice barely above a whisper. "Lisa Tatum. Remember her?"

Kowalski's mouth opened and closed like a fish gasping for air. The warehouse stank of rust and decay, perfect for what came next.

"She was getting too close to your operation," Ghost continued, applying pressure to the blade. "So you put three bullets in her chest and dumped her in the Detroit River."

"I-I don't know what you're talking about—"

The knife sliced deeper. Kowalski's scream echoed off concrete walls.

"Wrong answer." Ghost's fingers found the pressure point behind Kowalski's ear, the combat technique Lisa had taught him during their partnership. "She trusted you. Called you a friend."

Kowalski's legs gave out. Ghost held him upright by the throat, watching recognition flicker in the man's eyes.

"You remember now," Ghost observed. "Good. I want you to remember everything when you meet her in hell."

The blade found its mark between ribs, sliding between organs with surgical precision. Kowalski convulsed once, then went still.

Ghost let the body drop, wiping his knife clean on the dead man's shirt. Three down. Seven to go.

His phone buzzed against his chest. Iron's name flashed on the screen.

"Yeah?"

"Need you back at the compound. Priority one."

"I'm busy."

"Drop whatever you're doing. We've got a private investigator who needs protection. Her cases are threatening someone important enough to send professional killers."

Ghost stepped over Kowalski's corpse, already moving toward the warehouse exit. "What kind of cases?"

"Corruption. The kind that gets good cops murdered."

Something cold twisted in Ghost's chest. Lisa had been investigating corruption when they killed her. "I'm on my way."

"Ghost?" Iron's voice carried a warning. "This one's different. She's not some random civilian in the wrong place. She's got evidence that could bring down major players."

"How major?"

"The kind that murder Detroit judges."

Ghost's bike roared to life in the warehouse parking lot. Professional killers hunting a PI who investigated corruption. Just like Lisa.

The Harley ate up the miles between the warehouse and the Steel Vengeance compound, Ghost's mind racing faster than the engine. If this investigator had stumbled onto the same network that killed Lisa, she was already dead. She just didn't know it yet.

The compound gates opened automatically as he approached. Iron waited in the courtyard, his expression grim.

"Where is she?" Ghost demanded, killing the engine.

"Safe house on the east side. Reaper and Viper are moving to intercept, but the professionals are already in position."

Ghost was already back on his bike before Iron finished speaking. "Send me the address."

"Ghost—"

"Send it."

His phone chimed with coordinates. Ghost memorized them and deleted the message, muscle memory from years of classified operations.

The east side safe house sat in a district Steel Vengeance controlled, but professional killers didn't respect territorial boundaries. Ghost counted three vehicles that didn't belong to the neighborhood—black sedans with tinted windows and government plates.

Not just killers. Federal killers.

Ghost parked two blocks away and approached on foot, his Glock comfortable in his hand. The building's fire escape provided access to the roof, where he could observe the tactical situation.

Through the third-floor window, he spotted movement. A woman with auburn hair crouched behind an overturned desk, papers scattered around her like fallen snow. Blood stained her white blouse.

Two men in tactical gear advanced through the apartment, weapons raised. Professional. Methodical. Federal.

Ghost's finger found his phone's speed dial.

"Reaper."

"Two federal assets, third floor. Woman's wounded but mobile."

"Copy. Viper's covering the rear exit. We're three minutes out."

"She doesn't have three minutes."

Ghost ended the call and slipped through the roof access door. The building's layout was simple—straight hallway, stairs at each end. He moved like smoke through the shadows, a skill that earned his road name in Afghanistan.

The first federal asset died with Ghost's knife between his vertebrae. The man dropped without a sound, his weapon clattering across hardwood floors.

The second asset spun toward the noise, giving Ghost a clean shot. The suppressed Glock coughed once. The man collapsed beside his partner.

Ghost stepped into the apartment, weapon scanning for additional threats. The woman behind the desk had gone completely still.

"Maya Cross?" he called softly.

Her head appeared above the desk rim, green eyes wide with shock and adrenaline. Blood trickled from a cut on her forehead, but she held a small pistol with steady hands.

"Who are you?"

"Steel Vengeance. Iron sent us."

Recognition flickered across her face. "The motorcycle club?"

"Among other things." Ghost moved to the window, checking the street below. More black sedans were arriving. "We need to go. Now."

Maya grabbed a leather messenger bag from behind the desk, stuffing scattered papers inside with practiced efficiency. "My files—"

"Bring what you can carry. Leave the rest."

She stood, revealing a compact frame dressed in bloodstained business attire. Professional. Determined. Nothing like the helpless civilian Ghost had expected.

"The fire escape," he said, leading her toward the window.

"They'll be watching—"

"They'll be watching the front and back exits. Not the roof."

Maya followed without argument, moving with surprising grace for someone who'd just survived an assassination attempt. Ghost liked that. Lisa had moved the same way under pressure.

They reached the roof as engines roared in the street below. Federal assets were establishing a perimeter, but they'd assumed their targets were trapped inside.

"Can you ride?" Ghost asked, leading Maya toward the edge where his bike waited.

"I've never—"

"You're about to learn."

Ghost's Harley sat in the alley like a mechanical predator. Maya stared at it with obvious apprehension.

"Climb on behind me," Ghost instructed, swinging his leg over the seat. "Arms around my waist. Don't let go no matter what happens."

Maya settled behind him, her body tense against his back. Her arms circled his waist tentatively.

"Tighter," he commanded. "These federal boys play for keeps."

Her grip strengthened, pressing her against him. Ghost felt something unexpected stir in his chest—protective instinct sharper than anything he'd experienced since Lisa's death.

The bike roared to life beneath them. Ghost guided it out of the alley as shouts erupted from the apartment building behind them. In his mirror, he watched federal assets spill onto the street.

"Hold on," he warned Maya, then opened the throttle.

The Harley launched forward like a missile, weaving between cars with precision born of necessity. Maya's arms tightened around him, her body molding to his as they leaned into turns.

Behind them, black sedans gave chase, their drivers skilled but not reckless enough to match Ghost's urban warfare tactics. He knew these streets like Lisa had known evidence files—every shortcut, every dead end, every escape route.

Maya's messenger bag pressed against his back, filled with evidence someone was willing to kill for. Just like Lisa's final case.

Ghost's jaw clenched as he guided them toward the Steel Vengeance compound. Maya Cross was in his protection now. Under his watch. His responsibility.

And unlike Lisa Tatum, this one wouldn't die on his watch.

The bike screamed through Detroit's industrial district, carrying them toward sanctuary and away from the shadows where good people died for asking the wrong questions. Ghost's vendetta could wait.

Right now, keeping Maya Cross alive mattered more than evening the score with Lisa's killers.

But only for now.
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Chapter 2: Midnight Hunter
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Maya's hands shook as she sorted through the scattered files in her Detroit office, blood from her scalp wound dripping onto Vincent Torrino's photograph. The crime boss's cold eyes stared back at her from surveillance photos, mocking her efforts to build a case that would stick.

Three hours earlier, she'd watched Torrino put two bullets in Judge Maldonado's head.

Now professional killers were hunting her.

The office door exploded inward. Maya dove behind her desk as two men in black tactical gear swept into the room, their movements coordinated and lethal.

"Maya Cross," the first one called, his voice flat and professional. "Federal marshals. We need you to come with us."

Bullshit. Federal marshals didn't kick down doors and lie about their identity.

Maya clutched her .38 revolver, the weight familiar in her trembling hands. Five years as Detroit PD had taught her to recognize killers, and these men reeked of death.

"I know you're behind the desk," the second man said, moving closer. "We just want to talk."

Maya rolled left as bullets chewed through her desk, splinters exploding around her. She came up firing, her first shot taking the closer man in the shoulder and spinning him into the wall.

The second killer dove for cover behind her filing cabinet, returning fire with mechanical precision. Maya scrambled toward the window, clutching her evidence files against her chest.

A motorcycle engine roared outside. Then the office window exploded inward as a figure in black leather rolled through the glass, landing in a combat crouch with a suppressed pistol already tracking targets.

The remaining killer spun toward this new threat. Fatal mistake.

The suppressed weapon coughed twice. The killer collapsed beside his partner, blood pooling beneath his head.

Maya stared at her rescuer, taking in the tribal tattoos covering powerful forearms, the steel-gray eyes that missed nothing, the predatory stillness that marked him as more dangerous than the men he'd just killed.

"Keith Walker," he said, holstering his weapon. "Steel Vengeance MC. Iron sent me."

"Maya Cross." She lowered her revolver, adrenaline making her voice unsteady. "Private investigator. Former Detroit PD."

Ghost's eyes catalogued the destroyed office, the scattered evidence, the blood on her forehead. "What kind of case gets federal killers sent after a PI?"

Maya pulled herself upright, using the wall for support. Her white blouse was torn and bloodstained, her professional facade cracked but not broken.

"The kind where I witnessed Vincent Torrino assassinate Judge Maldonado three hours ago."

Something dangerous flashed across Ghost's face. "Maldonado was handling corruption cases. Federal corruption."

"Torrino offered him two million to dismiss charges against his money laundering operation. Maldonado refused." Maya's hands still shook as she gathered scattered photographs. "So Torrino put two bullets in his head and walked away."

Ghost moved to the window, scanning the street below. "Where?"

"Maldonado's private office. Downtown federal building. Torrino had inside help—someone disabled the security cameras and cleared the hallways."

"Federal help."

"Has to be. No one else could coordinate that level
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