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Chapter 1: Desert Hunt
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The desert never lied.

Stinger adjusted the scope on his Barrett M82, the familiar weight of the rifle steady against his shoulder as he tracked movement through the heat shimmer three miles out. From his position on the ridge overlooking the border highway, he had a perfect view of the smuggling routes the cartel had been trying to reestablish since the Desert Wolves had blown their last operation to hell six months ago.

His radio crackled softly. "Overwatch, this is Base. Status report."

"Nothing moving on the primary routes," Stinger murmured into his throat mic, not taking his eye from the scope. "Couple of coyotes testing the fence line at grid seven-four, but no human activity."

Zero's voice came back steady and calm. "Copy that. Maintain position until 1800, then RTB."

Three years of this. Three years of hunting cartel scum through the desert borderlands, eliminating threats before they could establish a foothold in his pack's territory. The work suited him—precise, methodical, surgical. No messy emotional complications, just target identification and elimination. Clean and professional.

The glint of sunlight on metal caught his attention two miles north of his designated surveillance area. Stinger shifted his scope, tracking the source. A black SUV moving fast down the access road toward Mercy General Hospital in Agua Dulce. Nothing unusual about that—except it was moving at exactly the wrong speed for civilian traffic and the wrong direction for cartel smuggling routes.

His instincts prickled. Something was off.

Stinger pulled out his spotting scope for a wider field of view, scanning the hospital complex. The SUV pulled into the parking lot with military precision, backing into a space near the emergency department entrance. Two men got out—both wearing the kind of cheap suits that screamed "hired muscle trying to look legitimate."

"Fuck," he muttered, adjusting his position. This wasn't smuggling. This was something else.

The men positioned themselves on either side of the emergency department doors, trying to look casual but failing completely. Stinger had seen enough ambush setups to recognize one from three miles away. Someone was about to get grabbed, and it was going to happen in broad daylight in a hospital parking lot.

His radio crackled again. "Overwatch, Base. You've gone quiet."

"Possible civilian threat developing at Mercy General," Stinger replied, never taking his eyes off the scope. "Request permission to investigate."

A pause. "Negative, Overwatch. Maintain your position and observe only. We don't get involved in civilian police matters."

Stinger's jaw tightened. Zero was right, of course. The Desert Wolves had learned the hard way that getting involved in situations outside their direct area of operations led to complications. But his finger stayed near the trigger as he watched the two men check their watches and adjust their positions.

A woman in scrubs emerged from the hospital, walking quickly toward a silver Honda Civic. Mid-thirties, dark hair pulled back in a ponytail, moving with the efficient stride of someone who had just finished a long shift. She looked tired but alert, scanning the parking lot with the kind of situational awareness that suggested military or law enforcement background.

The muscle tensed, one of them speaking into a radio.

"Shit." Stinger's crosshairs found the first man's center mass. "Base, I have eyes on an imminent civilian abduction. Two hostiles moving to intercept a female target in Mercy General parking lot."

"Overwatch, you are ordered to maintain position and—"

The woman had almost reached her car when both men moved. Fast and coordinated, one coming from each side to box her in. She saw them coming—her head snapped up and she immediately changed direction, moving toward the emergency department entrance. But she was too far from safety.

The first man caught her arm as she tried to run. She spun and drove her elbow into his solar plexus with a precision that made Stinger raise his eyebrows. Former military, definitely. But the second man was already behind her, and when she stumbled back from her first attacker, he wrapped an arm around her throat.

A third vehicle—a white van—pulled up fast behind them. More muscle poured out, creating a human wall between the woman and any potential witnesses. Professional extraction team.

Stinger's training took over. Wind speed, negligible. Distance, 3,200 meters. Temperature, 98 degrees. The woman was fighting hard, but there were too many of them. In thirty seconds, she'd be in that van and gone forever.

"Base, civilian female is being forcibly abducted by multiple armed hostiles. I have clear shots on the primary targets."

"Overwatch, you are ordered to—"

Stinger lined up his first shot, but the extraction team was already moving, using the van as cover while they forced the woman inside. He had maybe ten seconds before they were mobile.

His first shot took out the man holding the woman, dropping him in a spray of blood. She broke free and tried to run, but another man tackled her to the ground. Stinger's second shot caught that one in the chest, but by then they were dragging her behind the van.

The white van's engine roared to life. Stinger put two rounds through the rear windshield, but the vehicle was already moving, tires screaming as it raced toward the highway. The black SUV followed close behind, both vehicles disappearing around the hospital's back exit before Stinger could get a clear shot at the drivers.

Through his scope, he watched two men lying motionless in the parking lot, blood pooling beneath them. But the woman was gone.

"Fuck!" Stinger was already breaking down his rifle and packing his gear. "Base, targets have extracted the civilian. Two hostiles down, but they got away with the package."

Zero's voice was ice-cold. "You were ordered to maintain position."

"Orders acknowledged. But they took her," Stinger replied, slinging his gear bag over his shoulder. "This was professional, brother. Cartel extraction team with full tactical support. That woman is dead if we don't find her."

A pause. "You were supposed to observe only."

Stinger started down the ridge toward his motorcycle, hidden in an arroyo half a mile from his shooting position. "Observed them kidnapping a civilian. Now I'm going to find her before they disappear into Mexico."

"You don't even know who she is."

"Don't matter who she is," Stinger said, reaching his bike and firing it up. "She was targeted by cartel muscle in our territory. That makes her our responsibility."

Another pause. Then Zero's voice, grudging: "What's your play?"

"Track the vehicles. White van and black SUV, both heading south from Mercy General. They'll have a safe house somewhere close to the border." Stinger gunned the throttle and headed down the desert trail. "I need Hawk in the air and Wolf on communications intercept. They took her for a reason, which means they'll keep her alive long enough to get what they want."

"And then?"

Stinger's jaw tightened as he hit the highway, the Harley's engine roaring beneath him. "Then I get her back and we find out why the cartel is grabbing civilian doctors in broad daylight."

Whatever that woman had done to earn cartel attention, she was his responsibility now. The Desert Wolves protected those who couldn't protect themselves, and he'd already failed her once.

He wouldn't fail again.
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Chapter 2: Medical Emergency
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Dr. Amanda Vale had been in worse situations than this, but not many.

The zip ties around her wrists were tight enough to cut off circulation, and the blindfold made it impossible to judge distance or direction as the van bounced over what felt like a dirt road. But her captors had made their first mistake by not searching her thoroughly—the ceramic scalpel tucked into her scrub pocket was still there, pressed against her thigh like a promise.

Three men in the van, based on their voices. The driver, silent and focused on the road. The one sitting across from her, breathing heavily and occasionally muttering in Spanish. And the third one beside her, whose aftershave was strong enough to cut through the smell of motor oil and fear-sweat that filled the cramped space.

"How much farther?" Heavy Breathing asked in accented English.

"Twenty minutes," the driver replied. "Maybe less if we don't hit another checkpoint."

Amanda kept her breathing steady and her body language defeated, but her mind was cataloging everything. Twenty minutes meant they were taking her into the desert, probably to one of the safe houses the cartels used for interrogation. The fact that they were worried about checkpoints suggested they were staying close to the border, which meant this wasn't a random grab for ransom.

This was professional. And professional meant they wanted something specific from her.

The van hit a pothole hard enough to throw her against Heavy Breathing, who shoved her back with unnecessary force. She let herself whimper a little, playing the terrified civilian doctor. It wasn't entirely an act—her heart was hammering against her ribs and her mouth was dry as sand. But underneath the fear was something else, something that had kept her alive through three tours in Afghanistan and two years treating cartel torture victims in secret.

Cold, calculating fury.

"She's a pretty one," Heavy Breathing said, his hand sliding along her thigh. "Maybe we have some fun before we ask our questions, eh?"

"Mendoza said no touching," the driver snapped. "You want to explain to him why the package is damaged?"

The hand withdrew, but Amanda could feel Heavy Breathing staring at her. She forced herself to shake a little, to seem fragile and breakable. Let them underestimate her. It would make what came next easier.

The van finally stopped, and Amanda heard the sound of a garage door opening. They were taking her inside somewhere, which meant she was about to lose her best chance for escape. Once they had her secured in a building, her options would become much more limited.

Rough hands hauled her out of the van and marched her across what felt like concrete. She stumbled deliberately, getting a feel for the space. Large, echoing—probably a warehouse or garage. The smell of motor oil was stronger here, mixed with something else that made her stomach clench. Blood. Old blood, soaked into concrete and never properly cleaned.

How many people had they brought here? And how many had left alive?

They shoved her into a chair and someone cut the zip ties around her wrists. Amanda kept her hands limp and trembling as they secured her with rope instead, but she was already testing the knots, feeling for weak points. The rope was rough hemp, tied by someone who knew what they were doing but wasn't expecting their prisoner to have counter-interrogation training.

Amateur hour. These men had no idea who they were dealing with.

"Remove the blindfold," a new voice said in English. Older, more confident than the others. This would be the leader.

Light flooded Amanda's vision, making her blink and squint. She was in what looked like an abandoned auto repair shop, with lift bays and tool benches covered in dust and debris. But the concrete floor had been scrubbed clean in some places, leaving dark stains that told their own story.

Four men now instead of three. The newcomer was older, maybe fifty, with the kind of careful grooming that suggested he was higher up the cartel food chain than the muscle who had grabbed her. He wore an expensive suit that looked out of place in the grimy garage, and his shoes were polished leather that had never seen desert dust.

"Dr. Amanda Vale," he said, consulting a tablet. "Trauma surgeon at Mercy General Hospital. Graduated from Johns Hopkins, served as an Army medic in Afghanistan before medical school. Very impressive credentials."

Amanda kept her expression blank
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