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The timer showed thirty seconds when Talon pressed himself against the concrete wall of the drug lab. Twenty-eight. Twenty-seven.

His demolitions work had always been precise. Three years of solo operations against cartel infrastructure across the Southwest had refined his techniques to an art form. The charges he'd placed throughout Victor Sanchez's production facility would bring down the building in a controlled collapse, eliminating every piece of equipment while leaving the neighboring structures untouched.

Fifteen seconds.

Jake Ramos had died in Afghanistan. Talon had been born in the ruins of Kandahar, forged in the desert heat and shaped by the brotherhood of the Desert Wolves. Now, after three years operating alone, dismantling cartel networks one explosion at a time, he was finally ready to return to his pack.

Ten seconds.

The flash came first, brilliant white light bleeding through the concrete walls. Then the rumble, deep and satisfying, as twenty pounds of C-4 systematically destroyed two million dollars' worth of drug manufacturing equipment. Talon felt the vibration in his bones as the building folded in on itself exactly as he'd calculated.

He stayed pressed against the wall until the dust settled, then moved toward his Harley. The bike fired to life with a growl that matched his satisfaction. Another cartel operation eliminated. Another stream of poison cut off from reaching the streets.

His phone buzzed as he reached the highway. Zero's name on the display.

"Package delivered," Talon reported, pulling over to take the call.

"Clean?" Zero's voice carried the authority that had made him a natural pack leader.

"Textbook. Building's gone, equipment's scrap, no civilian casualties." Talon watched smoke rise from the valley behind him. "Sanchez is going to be very unhappy when he gets the news."

"Good. Time to come home, brother."

The words hit deeper than Talon had expected. Three years was a long time to operate alone, even for someone comfortable with solitude. The Desert Wolves compound had been his anchor since returning from deployment, but the mission had required him to work outside the pack structure.

"Package has been demanding meetings," Zero continued. "Legal complications on our anti-cartel operations. Could use a demolitions expert who understands the political landscape."

Talon frowned. "What kind of legal complications?"

"The kind that require evidence instead of explosions. Prosecutor wants to coordinate with our intelligence for a major cartel case."

"Since when do we work with prosecutors?"

"Since the feds gave us official recognition. World's changing, Talon. We adapt or get left behind."

The idea of working within legal frameworks instead of around them didn't appeal to Talon's straightforward approach to problem-solving. Cartels sold poison. Poison needed to be eliminated. Explosives eliminated problems efficiently.

"How major are we talking?" he asked.

"Regional network. Multiple distribution points. The kind of operation that needs systematic dismantling, not just random facility destruction."

Talon considered this. His solo work had been effective but limited in scope. Individual facilities, specific targets, tactical strikes. If Zero was talking about eliminating an entire regional network, that required coordination and resources beyond what one operator could achieve.

"ETA two hours," he said.

"Copy that. And Talon? The prosecutor's already at the compound. Attorney named Gina Rice. Specialized in organized crime cases."

The line went dead before Talon could respond. A prosecutor at the Desert Wolves compound was unusual enough. One who specialized in organized crime suggested the kind of legal entanglement that made his demolitions background nervous.

He kicked the Harley back to life and pointed it toward home.

The desert highway stretched ahead, familiar and comforting after three years of constant movement. Talon had covered every major route between Arizona and Nevada during his campaign against cartel infrastructure. Highway 93, Interstate 40, the back roads that connected small towns where cartels established distribution points away from federal attention.

Each destroyed facility had been a small victory, but Zero was right about the larger picture. Random strikes created temporary disruptions. Systematic elimination required coordination and intelligence that individual operators couldn't maintain.

The compound appeared ahead, nestled in the desert valley that provided natural defensive positions and early warning of approaching threats. Solar panels gleamed on the main building's roof, a recent addition that made the Desert Wolves energy-independent.

The gate guards waved him through without stopping. Martinez and Roberts, two of the new recruits who'd joined after congressional authorization expanded their operations. Both former special operations, both skilled, but neither part of the original pack bond that connected the founding members.

Talon parked in the courtyard next to Zero's bike, noting the unfamiliar BMW sedan that stood out among the Harleys like a business card at a gun show.

The main building's common area buzzed with activity. Wolf hunched over communications equipment, coordinating with field operations. Stinger cleaned weapons at the far table, methodical and focused as always. Hawk monitored aerial surveillance feeds from his laptop.

Everything looked normal except for the woman sitting across from Zero at the central table.

She was small, maybe five-four, with shoulder-length auburn hair and the kind of professional appearance that screamed civilian attorney. Her burgundy blazer and pressed slacks belonged in a courtroom, not an outlaw motorcycle club compound. A leather briefcase sat beside her chair, along with a tablet and several manila folders.

But her posture was alert, not intimidated. Her eyes tracked Talon's entrance with the same assessment he was giving her. Whatever Gina Rice specialized in, it wasn't white-collar corporate law.

"Talon," Zero said, rising to clasp his shoulder in greeting. "Good to have you back."

The pack reunion felt like settling into familiar armor. Three years alone had been necessary for the mission, but isolation wore on men built for brotherhood.

"Counselor," Zero continued, "meet our demolitions specialist. Talon, this is Gina Rice."

She stood, extending her hand with the confidence of someone accustomed to commanding respect in hostile environments. Her grip was firm, her eyes direct.

"Mr. Ramos," she said, using his legal name instead of his road name.

"Just Talon," he corrected. The man who'd answered to Jake Ramos had died in the desert years ago.

"Ms. Rice has been explaining the legal framework for coordinating our anti-cartel operations with official prosecutions," Zero said, settling back into his chair.

Talon remained standing, studying the attorney with the same attention he'd give unknown explosives. "What kind of coordination?"

"Intelligence sharing," Gina said, her voice carrying the crisp authority of courtroom experience. "Your operations have disrupted cartel activities across the region, but without prosecutable evidence, the leadership remains intact. They rebuild, relocate, adapt."

"And prosecution prevents that?"

"Conviction and imprisonment prevent that." She opened one of her folders, revealing photographs of cartel leaders and organizational charts. "Your demolitions work has been effective against infrastructure, but infrastructure is replaceable. Leadership isn't."

Talon studied the photos. Victor Sanchez's face stared back from the top of the organizational chart, along with a dozen subordinates responsible for different aspects of the operation. Names he recognized from three years of intelligence gathering.

"You want to prosecute Sanchez," he said.

"I want to dismantle his entire organization through the legal system while you dismantle their operational capacity through direct action." Gina's green eyes held steady contact with his. "Combined approach. Systematic elimination."

The phrase 'systematic elimination' spoken by a prosecutor should have been an oxymoron. But something in her tone suggested she understood the realities of dealing with cartels beyond what law books taught.

"What kind of evidence are we talking about?" Talon asked.

"Financial records. Communication intercepts. Documentation of drug manufacturing and distribution. Witness testimony." She gestured toward the photos. "Everything you've gathered during your operations, organized for prosecution."

"I don't gather evidence," Talon said flatly. "I eliminate threats."

"You gather intelligence for targeting. That intelligence can be converted to evidence for prosecution."

Talon's jaw tightened. The Desert Wolves had gained federal support by proving their effectiveness against human trafficking networks. But cooperation with prosecutors suggested a level of institutional entanglement that went against everything the pack represented.

"Cartels don't respond to legal pressure," he said. "They respond to force."

"They respond to both," Gina corrected. "But only prosecution creates permanent solutions. Your demolitions work eliminates facilities. Legal conviction eliminates the people who build those facilities."

A pragmatic argument, but one that required trusting prosecutors and courts to deliver justice. Talon's experience suggested more reliable solutions came from direct application of violence to deserving targets.

His phone buzzed with an encrypted message. Surveillance report from one of his intelligence sources. Victor Sanchez had called an emergency meeting of regional coordinators following the destruction of the drug lab.

"Sanchez is moving," he reported, showing the message to Zero. "Emergency coordination meeting tonight."

Gina's attention sharpened. "Where?"

"Phoenix warehouse district. Industrial area, limited civilian exposure."

"That's perfect," she said, excitement creeping into her professional tone. "If we can document that meeting—"

"We can eliminate the entire regional command structure in one operation," Talon finished.

"I was going to say 'record criminal conspiracy charges against the leadership,'" Gina said dryly.

"Your way takes months and depends on courts. My way takes twenty minutes and depends on explosives."

Zero held up a hand before the argument could escalate. "Both approaches have merit. Question is whether they can work together."

Talon studied the prosecutor again, noting details he'd missed during initial assessment. Her professional appearance couldn't hide the fact that she carried herself like someone comfortable with danger. Her briefcase sat within easy reach, positioned for quick access. Her eyes tracked movement around the room with situational awareness that suggested more than courtroom experience.

"What's your background before prosecution?" he asked.

"Military police. Two tours in Iraq investigating war crimes and corruption cases." Gina's expression remained neutral, but something in her voice suggested those investigations hadn't relied entirely on legal procedures. "I understand the difference between what works in court and what works in the field."

Military background explained her composure in the compound and her understanding of direct action solutions. But it also raised questions about why she'd chosen prosecution over continued military service.

"Why leave the military for civilian law?" Talon pressed.

"Because military courts couldn't touch the real criminals. The ones operating outside military jurisdiction, using civilian infrastructure to hurt people." Her voice carried an edge that suggested personal motivation beyond professional duty. "Cartels, human traffickers, corrupt officials. They hide behind civilian legal protections while destroying communities."

The passion in her voice was genuine, but passion didn't guarantee competence. Talon had worked with idealistic prosecutors before. Most discovered that cartels didn't respect legal boundaries or constitutional protections.

"How many cartel cases have you prosecuted?" he asked.

"Seventeen convictions. Forty-three years of combined sentences. Three hundred million in seized assets." She rattled off the statistics without hesitation. "But the organizations adapt faster than the legal system. By the time appeals are exhausted, new leadership has rebuilt what we dismantled."

"Which is why you want to coordinate with direct action operations."

"Which is why I need intelligence that can't be gathered through traditional law enforcement channels." Gina glanced around the compound, taking in the military-grade equipment and tactical preparation that defined Desert Wolves operations. "Your methods get results that courts can't achieve. My methods get permanence that violence alone can't achieve."

Talon processed this. A prosecutor who understood the limitations of legal solutions and the necessity of direct action was unusual. Most attorneys he'd encountered believed law enforcement and courts could handle any problem given enough time and resources.

"Sanchez's meeting tonight," he said finally. "What kind of intelligence would you need for prosecution?"

"Financial coordination. Chain of command documentation. Distribution network planning." Gina opened her tablet, showing encrypted recording equipment specifications. "High-quality audio and video of criminal conspiracy in progress."

"That requires close proximity surveillance. Dangerous for civilians."

"I'm not a civilian. I'm a prosecutor who specializes in putting dangerous men in prison." Her green eyes met his directly. "And I'm military police trained for exactly this kind of operation."

Zero's radio crackled with an incoming transmission. Wolf's voice reported movement at the compound perimeter—vehicles approaching fast from multiple directions.

Every Desert Wolf in the room moved simultaneously, weapons appearing with practiced efficiency. Talon drew his sidearm while moving toward the window for visual confirmation.

"Four vehicles, cartel plates, approaching from the east access road," Wolf reported over comms.

"Sanchez found out about the prosecutor meeting," Talon said grimly.

Gina had moved away from the windows but remained calm, her military training evident in her immediate response to threat conditions.

"How many are we looking at?" Zero demanded.

"Twelve vehicles total, closing from three directions," Hawk reported from his surveillance station. "Professional coordination. This isn't random retaliation."

The first gunshots echoed across the compound as cartel soldiers opened fire on the main building.

"They're not here to negotiate," Talon observed, checking his ammunition count.

Zero grabbed his rifle. "All positions. Standard defensive protocol."

As the Desert Wolves moved to defensive positions, Talon found himself positioned near Gina, who had produced a service pistol from her briefcase with the smooth motion of someone maintaining military readiness despite civilian career change.

"Still think legal solutions work better than explosives?" he asked, ejecting the empty magazine and slamming in a fresh one.

"Ask me again after we survive this," she replied, taking position behind cover with professional competence.

The cartel assault intensified, automatic weapons fire raking the compound walls.
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Chapter 2: Legal Frustration
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Bullets shattered the conference room windows as Gina rolled behind the overturned table, her Glock steady in a two-handed grip. The familiar weight of the weapon grounded her in muscle memory from Iraq, where enemy fire had been a daily reality rather than an occupational hazard.

"Suppressing fire, east wall!" Zero's voice cut through the chaos as Desert Wolves took defensive positions throughout the compound.

Gina counted muzzle flashes through the broken windows. "Twelve shooters, coordinated advance, professional spacing," she called to Talon, who had positioned himself at the adjacent window.

He glanced at her with something approaching respect. "Military police training?"

"Force protection specialist. Mosul, 2019." She fired three precise shots at advancing cartel soldiers. "You're not the only one who knows how to handle hostile contact."

Talon's answering grin was fierce as he triggered a controlled burst from his assault rifle. Two cartel gunmen dropped immediately. "Good to know, Counselor."

The compound's defensive systems activated automatically. Floodlights illuminated the courtyard, eliminating concealment for attacking forces. Security cameras tracked movement and fed targeting data to defensive positions. The Desert Wolves had learned from their previous encounters with corporate military contractors.

"Razor, Diesel, southeast corner!" Zero commanded over the radio. "They're trying to flank through the workshop."

Gina's tactical mind processed the assault pattern while she engaged targets. "This isn't random retaliation," she told Talon between shots. "They know our meeting schedule, defensive positions, access routes."

"Inside intelligence," Talon agreed, dropping another shooter with a headshot. "Someone told Sanchez about your
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