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Chapter 1: Death Wish Interrupted
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Reaper's boot connected with the warehouse door hard enough to splinter the frame.

The door exploded inward, revealing three cartel soldiers hunched over a blonde woman chained to a metal chair. Blood matted her hair. Her head hung forward at an angle that made Reaper's trigger finger itch.

"Jesus Christ," one of the soldiers whispered, spinning toward the sound.

Reaper put two rounds center mass before the man could clear leather. The Glock's suppressor made whisper-soft pops as the body crumpled.

The second soldier dove for cover behind a stack of shipping crates. Reaper tracked him through the thin wood, putting three rounds through the barrier. The screaming stopped abruptly.

The third man grabbed a fistful of the woman's bloody hair, jerking her head back as he pressed a knife to her throat.

"You back the fuck off, or I cut her!"

Pale eyes met the woman's for the first time. Even beaten half to death, they burned with intelligence. And fury. This wasn't some random victim. This was a fighter.

"You're already dead," Reaper said, his voice carrying the flat certainty of a man who'd killed more people than he could count. "Question is whether you make it quick or slow."

The knife trembled against her throat. "I'm serious, man. I'll—"

Reaper's shot took him through the left eye. Brain matter painted the concrete wall behind him as the body pitched backward.

Silence settled over the warehouse except for the woman's ragged breathing.

Reaper approached slowly, holstering the Glock as he pulled out his knife to work on the chains. Her wrists were raw from struggling against the restraints. Bruises covered her arms in fingerprint patterns.

"Can you hear me?" he asked, testing the first shackle.

She lifted her head with obvious effort. Swollen lips moved, but no sound emerged.

"Don't try to talk. I'm getting you out of here."

The chain around her left wrist snapped under his blade. She slumped forward, and Reaper caught her before she could fall. The contact sent an unexpected jolt through his nervous system. When was the last time he'd touched someone who wasn't trying to kill him?

Working faster now, he freed her other arm and both legs. Without the chains holding her upright, she collapsed into his chest. The weight of her against him stirred something he'd thought died with his family.

Protection. Not the cold tactical kind he felt for his brothers, but something fierce and personal.

"What's your name?" he asked, gathering her into his arms.

"Ellie," she whispered against his neck. "Ellie Carson."

The name hit him like a physical blow. Iron had mentioned that name. The journalist who'd been asking questions about Danny Steel's murder. The one who'd vanished two weeks ago.

"You're the reporter investigating my president's brother."

Her fingers clutched weakly at his cut. "Still... investigating."

Stubborn even half-dead. Reaper found himself almost smiling as he carried her toward the door. Almost.

"Not anymore. You're done with this story."

She tried to lift her head to argue, but unconsciousness claimed her before she could form words.

Reaper stepped over the bodies without looking down. Three more dead cartel soldiers to add to his count. The tally stopped mattering somewhere around forty.

His bike waited outside, gleaming black under the single functioning streetlight. Getting an unconscious woman onto a Harley would be a challenge, but leaving her here wasn't an option. The cartel had been torturing her for information. That made her both valuable and dangerous.

More importantly, seeing her chained and bleeding had triggered something primal in his chest. The same protective instinct that made him throw himself between bullets and his brothers, but sharper. More personal.

He settled her in front of him on the bike, her back against his chest, his arms caging her as he gripped the handlebars. Not ideal riding position, but it would have to work.

The Harley roared to life, echoing off empty buildings as they pulled away from the warehouse. Reaper kept his speed reasonable despite every instinct screaming to get her to safety. A crash would kill them both.

Her head lolled against his shoulder as they rode through Detroit's industrial district. Even unconscious, her body remained tense, ready to fight. Whatever story she'd been chasing, it was worth dying for in her mind.

That kind of courage demanded respect. And protection.

The Steel Vengeance compound appeared ahead, razor wire glinting under security lights. The gate rolled open automatically as motion sensors detected his approach. Ghost was monitoring everything from his tech cave, as always.

Reaper pulled into the courtyard and cut the engine. Several brothers emerged from the clubhouse, drawn by the late hour and unfamiliar passenger.

"Holy shit," Tank muttered, taking in the woman's battered condition. "What happened to her?"

"Cartel welcoming committee," Reaper replied, lifting Ellie from the bike. She stirred slightly at the movement but didn't wake. "Where's Doc?"

"Inside. Want me to get him?"

"Now."

Tank disappeared into the clubhouse while Reaper carried Ellie toward the medical facility. The compound's infirmary was better equipped than most hospitals, a necessity when your business involved regular gunfights.

Doc appeared with his medical bag before Reaper reached the door. The former combat medic took one look at Ellie's condition and gestured toward the treatment room.

"What happened?" Doc asked, pulling on latex gloves as Reaper laid her on the examination table.

"Found her chained in a warehouse. Three cartel soldiers were using her for target practice."

"How long ago?"

"Twenty minutes. She was conscious when I found her."

Doc began his examination with practiced efficiency. "Concussion, definitely. Dehydration. These bruises are at least a week old. Whoever had her was taking their time."

Reaper's hands clenched into fists. The image of her chained and helpless burned behind his eyes like a brand.

"Will she be okay?"

Something in his tone made Doc glance up. "She'll live. But she needs rest and fluids. What's your interest in this woman?"

Good question. Twelve hours ago, Ellie Carson was just a name in Iron's intelligence briefings. A journalist who'd disappeared while investigating Danny Steel's murder. Now she was... what? A responsibility? A mission?

Or something more dangerous.

"She was investigating the club," Reaper said finally. "That makes her our problem."

Doc's expression suggested he wasn't buying that explanation, but he returned to his patient without comment.

Reaper positioned himself between the treatment table and the door, automatically assuming a defensive stance. Anyone wanting to hurt her would have to go through him first.

The thought should have felt clinical. Tactical. Instead, it felt personal in a way that made his chest tighten.

Ellie Carson was under his protection now. That meant the cartel soldiers who'd hurt her were already dead, and anyone else who tried would join them.

His death wish had just found a new purpose.

"You can clean up if you want," Doc said, gesturing toward Reaper's blood-spattered clothes. "I'll watch her."

Reaper didn't move. "I stay."

Doc studied him for a long moment. "When's the last time you slept?"

"Don't remember."

"Ate something that wasn't from a vending machine?"

"Doc."

"I'm just saying, you look like hell even by your standards."

Reaper's pale eyes fixed on Doc with deadly calm. "I stay."

The medic raised his hands in surrender. "Your call. But this woman needs protection, not a zombie standing guard."

"She's got protection."

Doc shook his head but returned to cleaning Ellie's wounds. Whatever he saw in Reaper's expression convinced him that arguing was pointless.

Ellie stirred on the table, a soft moan escaping her lips. Her eyes fluttered open, unfocused and confused.

"Where..." she started, then stopped as memory returned. Fear flashed across her face before training kicked in. Her gaze swept the room, cataloging exits and threats with professional efficiency.

"You're safe," Reaper said, stepping into her line of sight. "Steel Vengeance compound."

Recognition dawned in her green eyes. "You're Jackson Blake. Iron's enforcer."

The fact that she knew his real name should have concerned him. Instead, he found himself impressed by her research skills.

"Most people call me Reaper."

"Because you kill people."

"Because I'm good at it."

She studied his face with the intensity of someone accustomed to reading between lines. Whatever she saw there made her relax fractionally.

"The men who took me..."

"Dead."

"All of them?"

"All of them."

She nodded once, accepting his word without question. Another point in her favor.

"I need to get back to my investigation," she said, trying to sit up. Doc's firm hand on her shoulder kept her in place.

"You need medical attention and rest," Doc corrected. "That investigation nearly got you killed."

"It's not finished."

"It is now," Reaper said with finality. "Whatever story you were chasing ends here."

Fire flashed in her eyes despite the pain medication Doc had administered. "You can't stop me from—"

"I can and I will." Reaper moved closer to the table, his presence filling her field of vision. "You want to know what happened to Danny Steel? I'll tell you. He got too close to the truth and they put him in the ground. You want to join him?"

"I'm not afraid of—"

"You should be. Fear keeps you alive."

She met his stare without flinching. Courage or stupidity, he couldn't tell which.

"The story matters," she said quietly. "People deserve to know the truth."

"People deserve to stay breathing more."

"Not everyone thinks death is preferable to failure."

The barb hit its mark. Reaper's death wish was club knowledge, worn like his colors for everyone to see.

"Maybe not," he agreed. "But everyone under my protection stays alive whether they want to or not."

"I didn't ask for your protection."

"You got it anyway."

Doc cleared his throat. "If you two are finished with the philosophical debate, my patient needs rest."

Ellie's eyes remained locked on Reaper's. "This isn't over."

"Yes, it is."

She was wrong about that. This wasn't ending—it was just beginning. Whatever had started in that warehouse when he'd seen her chained and broken was growing stronger by the minute.

Ellie Carson was under his protection now. That made her his responsibility.

And maybe, if he was honest with himself, something more.
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Chapter 2: Broken Bird
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Reaper's chair scraped against the medical facility's concrete floor as he repositioned himself for the hundredth time in four hours.

Ellie Carson slept fitfully on the treatment table, her breathing shallow but steady. Doc had cleaned her wounds, administered IV fluids, and pronounced her stable. The bruises covering her arms had deepened to purple and black during the night.

Someone was going to pay for every mark on her skin.

"You know, there's a perfectly good bed in the guest quarters," Doc said from his desk, where he was updating her medical chart. "She'd be more comfortable."

"She stays where I can see her."

"The compound is secure. No one's getting through our defenses."

Reaper's pale eyes never left Ellie's sleeping form. "Someone got close enough to snatch her off the street two weeks ago."

"That was before she was under club protection."

Before she was under his protection. The distinction mattered more than it should have.

Ghost's voice crackled through the intercom system. "Reaper, you need to see this. War room. Now."

Reaper stood, every muscle in his body protesting the sudden movement. Four hours in a hard chair would cripple a normal man. He was used to worse.

"Watch her," he told Doc.

"Where exactly am I going to go?" Doc gestured around the windowless medical facility. "She's not going anywhere either."

Reaper hesitated at the door. Leaving felt wrong, even for five minutes. The protective instinct that had triggered in the warehouse was growing stronger, not weaker.

"If she wakes up—"

"I'll call you immediately."

The war room sat in the compound's basement, behind two feet of reinforced concrete and enough electronic security to protect nuclear secrets. Ghost hunched over multiple computer screens, his fingers dancing across keyboards with mechanical precision.

"What've you got?" Reaper asked.

"Surveillance footage from the warehouse district. Check this out." Ghost pulled up a grainy black-and-white video feed. "Timestamp shows this was recorded an hour after you left."

The screen showed the warehouse where Reaper had found Ellie. Three black SUVs pulled up to the building. Men in tactical gear poured out, sweeping the area with military precision.

"Cartel cleanup crew," Ghost continued. "But look at the license plates."

He enhanced the image. The plates were government issue.

"Federal vehicles?"

"Gets better. Facial recognition tagged two of these guys." Ghost pulled up FBI personnel files. "Agent Marcus Vega and Agent Carlos Rivera. Both assigned to the Detroit field office's organized crime task force."

Reaper studied the photos. "Why are federal agents cleaning up a cartel safe house?"

"Same question I'm asking. But it gets worse." Ghost switched to another screen showing phone intercepts. "NSA picked up chatter about an hour ago. Someone's putting a price on Ellie Carson's head. Five hundred thousand, dead or alive."

The number hit Reaper like a physical blow. Half a million dollars meant serious players wanted her silenced.

"Who's paying?"

"Working on it. But five hundred K suggests she found something worth killing for."

Reaper's jaw clenched. Whatever story Ellie had been investigating, it went deeper than cartel operations. Federal agents didn't clean up crime scenes unless they were protecting something valuable.

"Double the perimeter guard," he ordered. "No one gets within a mile of this compound without authorization."

"Already done. But Reaper..." Ghost hesitated. "Half a million dollars will bring every bounty hunter and mercenary in the country. The compound is secure, but it's not a fortress."

"Then we make it one."

"Or we relocate her. Safe house, off the grid."

The suggestion made tactical sense. A mobile target was harder to hit than a stationary one. But it also meant taking Ellie away from the compound's defenses, away from his brothers.

Away from him.

"I'll consider it," Reaper said finally.

Ghost's expression suggested he knew exactly what that meant. Reaper would consider it, and then reject it in favor of keeping her close.

"There's something else," Ghost continued. "I ran a background check on our guest. Ellie Carson isn't just any journalist. She's won two Pulitzer prizes for investigative reporting. Her specialty is exposing government corruption."

That explained the federal cleanup crew. If Ellie had uncovered corruption in the FBI's organized crime task force, her story could bring down an entire operation.

"What was she investigating specifically?"

"Danny Steel's murder. But not the obvious angle. She was looking into why the investigation stalled out, why certain evidence disappeared, why witnesses changed their statements."

"She thinks the cops were paid off."

"More than that. She thinks federal agents were complicit in Danny's death."

The implications hit Reaper like a sledgehammer. Danny Steel had been Iron's brother, a Detroit police detective who'd gotten too close to the truth about cartel operations. His murder had triggered the formation of Steel Vengeance MC.

If federal agents had been involved in Danny's death, then Ellie's investigation threatened to expose a conspiracy that reached the highest levels of law enforcement.

No wonder someone wanted her dead.

"Send everything to Iron," Reaper ordered. "He needs to know his brother's murder goes deeper than we thought."

"Already done. He's on his way back from the federal courthouse. Should be here within the hour."

Reaper nodded and headed for the door. Every minute away from Ellie felt like a lifetime.

"Reaper," Ghost called after him. "Be careful with this one. She's not just some civilian who stumbled into club business. She's a professional investigator with her own agenda."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning she's not going to give up her story just because you tell her to. Women like that don't back down."

Ghost was right. Ellie Carson had the kind of stubborn courage that got people killed. She'd pursue her investigation regardless of the danger, regardless of the price on her head.

Which meant keeping her alive would require constant vigilance.

The medical facility's door opened as Reaper approached. Doc stepped out, his expression grim.

"She's awake," he said. "And asking questions."

Reaper pushed past him into the treatment room. Ellie sat on the edge of
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