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The clock above the grill read 2:47 AM when Becky Price started her closing routine at Murphy's Truck Stop, the fluorescent lights buzzing like angry wasps in the otherwise silent diner. Her shift had stretched to twelve hours after covering for Jenny, who'd called in sick with another convenient hangover.

Becky wiped down the final sticky table, her lower back screaming in protest. Twelve hours of slinging coffee and dodging grabby hands from truckers who thought a twenty-percent tip bought them the right to cop a feel. She'd educated several of them tonight with her favorite coffee pot technique—a full carafe of scalding brew held at precisely the right angle to encourage better behavior.

The federal facility across Highway 12 sat dark except for security lights, its boring concrete facade housing some kind of regional office that processed paperwork nobody cared about. Night-shift workers—janitors, security guards, maybe a few bureaucrats pulling overtime—moved behind lit windows like shadows in a fishbowl.

Becky had worked at Murphy's for four years, and that structure had become part of her routine. Same lights, same late-night employees, same boring government business that never touched her world of grease stains and truck-stop coffee.

She was counting the till when movement in the parking lot snagged her attention.

A white van pulled into the federal facility's lot, moving slow and deliberate like the driver was checking for witnesses. Becky paused, her hands full of crumpled singles, and watched as figures climbed out. Even at this distance, something felt off. They moved with purpose, unloading equipment from the van's rear doors—cases, bags, things that caught the security lights strangely.

Her instincts prickled. In four years of working graveyard shift, she'd learned to trust her gut about trouble. These weren't janitors or maintenance workers. These people didn't want to be seen.

She killed the diner's main lights and moved to the window, staying in shadow. The figures worked fast, carrying their equipment toward the structure's service entrance. One of them—a woman with dark hair—kept watch while two men hauled what looked like heavy cases toward the door.

Becky's heartbeat quickened. This situation reeked of danger.

She grabbed her phone, thumb hovering over 911, but hesitated. What was she going to say? Some people were carrying cases into a federal facility? Maybe they worked there. Maybe this was normal.

But nothing about their movements looked routine.

The service door opened—had they picked the lock or did they have keys?—and all of them disappeared inside. Becky checked the time: 3:03 AM. Whatever they were doing, they planned to finish before the morning shift arrived.

She should call the cops. She should mind her own business. She should finish closing and go home to check on Mom, who'd had another rough day with her MS and needed help getting to bed.

Instead, she stayed at the window, watching.

Twenty-two minutes later, the figures emerged. They moved faster now, no longer carrying the cases they'd brought inside. The woman looked directly at the truck stop, her face briefly visible in the security lights, and Becky memorized her features automatically: sharp cheekbones, dark eyes, mid-thirties maybe.

The men were harder to see, but one was tall and thin, the other stockier. They loaded empty equipment cases into the van and drove to the far end of the parking lot, near the tree line.

And they waited.

Becky's hands began trembling. Whatever they'd left in that facility, they wanted to watch it happen.

She grabbed her phone and dialed 911.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"I think—I think someone just planted a bomb in the federal facility on Highway 12. There are people in a white van watching from the parking lot, and they carried cases inside—"

The world exploded.

The federal structure erupted in a fireball that lit up the night sky like dawn arriving six hours early. The blast wave hit Murphy's Truck Stop seconds later, shattering every window and throwing Becky to the floor in a rain of glass and debris. Car alarms shrieked throughout the parking lot. The emergency operator's voice turned to static in her phone.

Becky crawled to the destroyed window, her ears ringing, blood running from cuts on her face and hands. Across the highway, the government facility burned like a vision from hell, concrete and steel twisted into abstract sculptures of destruction. She could feel the heat from here.

In the parking lot, the white van's headlights came on.

Through the flames and smoke, Becky saw the bombers standing beside their vehicle. The woman pointed directly at Murphy's Truck Stop—at her—and spoke to the men. Then they climbed into the van and drove away, disappearing into the night like they'd never existed.

Becky sat in the broken glass, watching twelve people's workplace burn to ash, and realized she was probably the only person who'd witnessed domestic terrorists murder innocent workers.

Her phone buzzed. A text from an unknown number, sent while she was still staring at the inferno:

We saw you watching. You have 24 hours to disappear, or your mother dies first.

Attached was a photo of her apartment complex.

Sirens wailed in the distance, but Becky knew they were too late for the people who'd been working the night shift in that concrete tomb. She was the only witness who could identify these professional killers, and they already knew where she lived.

She speed-dialed her mother.

"Becky? What's happened? It's after three in the morning—"

"Mom, listen to me very carefully. I need you to pack a bag and go stay with Aunt Linda in Richmond. Don't ask questions, don't tell anyone where you're going, just leave. Right now."

"Honey, you're scaring me. What's the matter?"

Through the destroyed windows, Becky watched the federal structure collapse in on itself, taking any evidence of the bombers with it. Somewhere in that wreckage were the bodies of night janitors, security guards, maybe a few office workers pulling late shifts. Dead because terrorists wanted to make a statement about something, and dead because she'd been the only person awake enough to witness it happen.

"I'll explain later, Mom. Just go. Please."

She hung up and walked to her car, glass crunching under her work boots. FBI agents would arrive soon, asking questions about witnesses. She'd tell them about the bombers, about the white van, about the woman who'd looked directly at her.

And then she'd become the primary target in some terrorist's elimination plan.

But those people in the wreckage deserved justice, even if it killed her to provide it.

Becky Price had never backed down from anything in her twenty-eight years. She wasn't starting now, even if it meant war with killers who specialized in making witnesses disappear in spectacular explosions.

She just hoped she'd live long enough to see them pay.
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The emergency church bell at Savage Tide's compound clanged through the pre-dawn darkness, dragging Tony "Wraith" Blank from restless sleep at 4:23 AM. He rolled out of bed, grabbed his jeans and boots, and was strapping on his cut before the third ring finished echoing across the marina.

Emergency meetings meant blood. Someone had threatened what belonged to them.

Wraith fired up his charcoal Harley Fat Bob and roared toward the clubhouse, salt air whipping through his hair as he pushed the bike hard along the coastal highway. The federal facility across from Murphy's Truck Stop still smoldered in the distance, emergency lights strobing red and blue against the smoke-filled sky.

Domestic terrorists. In their territory.

He'd been riding past Murphy's every few nights for months, drawn by the tough waitress who handled drunk truckers without flinching. Becky Price. Sharp tongue, sharper eyes, and a spine made of steel that showed every time some asshole trucker thought he could intimidate her into anything.

Wraith had fantasized about claiming her more times than he cared to admit. Now someone was threatening to kill her for witnessing murder.

The clubhouse buzzed with deadly energy when he arrived. Brothers stood around the main table, their faces grim in the harsh overhead lights. Wrecker sat at the head, his presidential patch catching the light as he studied intelligence reports spread across scarred wood.

"Federal facility bombed at 3:26 AM," Wrecker announced without preamble. "Twelve dead. Domestic terrorists eliminated everyone working night shift and left a witness—the waitress at Murphy's Truck Stop."

Punisher leaned forward, his massive frame radiating controlled violence. "Terrorists threatened the witness?"

"Death threat sent to her phone before the smoke cleared," Dagger confirmed, sliding a printed screenshot across the table. "They know where she lives, threatened her disabled mother, gave her twenty-four hours to disappear."

Wraith's vision went red around the edges. Professional killers were threatening Becky—his woman, even if she didn't know it yet. The urge to find these bombers and introduce them to his own explosives expertise made his hands itch for detonators.

"They're Trevor Stone's organization," Demon said quietly, his assassin's instincts reading the tactical signature. "Domestic terrorists who eliminate witnesses as standard procedure. They specialize in making people disappear in ways that send messages."

Viper's sniper patience showed in his stillness. "How many in the cell?"

"Three confirmed," Wrecker replied. "Female surveillance specialist, two male demolitions experts. They've killed seventeen witnesses in the past two years, always with explosives that eliminate evidence and intimidate communities."

Wraith's demolitions training analyzed the tactical situation automatically. "They'll escalate. Truck stop bombing, then her apartment, then anywhere she's been seen. Stone's people use terror campaigns to flush targets into kill zones."

"Which is why the waitress goes under Savage Tide protection," Wrecker decided. "Wraith, you take point. Your explosives background makes you perfect for understanding their methods."

Brotherhood murmurs of approval rumbled around the table. Protecting civilians from terrorists fell squarely within their code—especially when those civilians had backbone enough to testify against killers.

But this wasn't just tactical for Wraith. Becky Price was the woman he'd been wanting for months, the tough, loyal female who deserved a man dangerous enough to protect her from bombers.

"She'll fight it," Grave observed with clinical detachment. "Waitresses don't trust bikers offering protection."

"Then we make her understand the alternative," Wraith said grimly. "Stone's people kill witnesses with spectacular explosions. They'll bomb every location she's been seen until they eliminate her and anyone who might have talked to her."

Throttle's tactical mind was already working. "How do we extract her without triggering their surveillance?"

"They're watching her apartment and the truck stop," Wraith reasoned. "But they can't monitor every back road between here and there. I'll intercept her before she reaches either location."

Rig's financial background showed in his systematic thinking. "What about her mother? Disabled woman makes an easy target for leverage."

"Already handled," Punisher reported. "Local PD got an anonymous tip about a gas leak at the apartment complex. Building's being evacuated as we speak. Mother will be safe at a relative's house before Stone's people can grab her."

Wraith felt pride in his brotherhood's efficiency. They protected innocent families as instinctively as they eliminated threats. Becky's mother would be safe, leaving him free to focus on claiming and protecting the woman who'd proven her courage by choosing justice over safety.

"ROE?" Demon asked, using military terminology for rules of engagement.

"Kill every terrorist who threatens the witness," Wrecker ordered without hesitation. "Stone's organization eliminates innocents for tactical advantage. They lose the right to mercy when they target working families."

Wraith's smile carried explosive promises. "My specialty."

"Bring the waitress here," Wrecker continued. "She stays under our protection until every bomber is dead. No negotiations, no compromises."

Whisper's communications expertise had been tracking electronic chatter. "FBI will want to interview her, but they can't protect her from bombers who specialize in killing federal witnesses."

"Then they interview her here, under our security," Wraith decided. "Nobody gets close to my woman without going through the brotherhood."

Surprised glances shot around the table. Brothers recognized claiming language when they heard it.

Dagger's grin showed teeth. "Your woman? You haven't even talked to her yet."

"I've been watching her handle truckers for months," Wraith replied with possessive certainty. "She's got the loyalty and backbone to be claimed by Savage Tide. Now she needs protection only we can provide."

Viper's crude humor surfaced. "Pussy-struck before you've even introduced yourself. This should be entertaining."

"She'll test you," Punisher predicted with the voice of experience. "Strong women don't submit easily to protection they haven't requested."

"Good," Wraith said simply. "I want a woman with enough spine to challenge me."

Wrecker's presidential authority brought focus back to operational planning. "Wraith, bring her in alive and unharmed. Everyone else, gather intelligence on Stone's remaining assets. We're going to war with domestic terrorists."

Brotherhood energy shifted into combat mode as patches straightened and hands moved instinctively toward weapons. Savage Tide had protected their territory from corporate threats and criminal rivals, but domestic terrorists represented a new level of danger requiring lethal response.

Wraith stood to leave, his demolitions expertise already planning how to counter explosive threats while extracting the woman who'd captured his attention months before she became a target.

"One more thing," Wrecker called after him. "The waitress has proven herself by choosing to testify despite personal danger. She gets our respect, not just our protection."

"Understood," Wraith confirmed. "She's earned the right to be claimed properly."

Grave's twisted humor showed. "Just don't blow her up while you're courting her."

Wraith's answering smile promised controlled destruction. "I save my explosives for people who threaten what's mine."

He walked out into the pre-dawn darkness, breathing salt air that carried smoke from the bombed facility. Somewhere in their territory, Becky Price was dealing with FBI agents and terrorist threats, probably scared but refusing to back down.

In a few hours, she'd learn that Savage Tide protected tough women who stood up to killers. And she'd discover that one particular demolitions expert had been waiting months for the chance to claim and protect her.

Wraith fired up his Harley and rode toward his destiny, his cut flapping in the wind as he headed to intercept the woman who'd already proven herself worthy of his brotherhood's protection and his personal obsession.
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