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Den Laurey strained against the cuffs so his shoulders bulged under his jailhouse blues, sending ripples through the FTW tattooed above his collarbone. An amused smile, all gums at the corners, rode high on his face. In an additional security measure, the chain of his leg restraint had been knotted, narrowing the space between his ankles. Kaner sat beside him on the transports bench seat, stooped so his head wouldnt strike the roof during freeway turbulence. Because he was too broad for his wrists to meet behind his back, Kaners arms were secured with two sets of handcuffs linked together. A onetime sparring partner to Tysonin prisonhed snapped more than one set of cuff chains, so a second pair of restraints secured him at the forearms. Beneath a wild mans spray of black hair, a 22 tat on the back of his neck advertised his previous stint in the pen. Kaner had a broad, coarse face and prominent earlobes, fleshy tags that lay dimpled against his skull.

Den, president of the Laughing Sinners nomad chapter, and Kaner, the biker gangs national enforcer, were being driven under heavy guard directly from sentencing to San Bernardino County Jail, where theyd await Con Air transport to a federal penitentiary. Theyd been convicted of the torture-killing of three members of the Cholos, in retaliation for the shooting of a Sinner. Den, renowned for his knife skills, had severed the victims heads with surgical precision and set them in their laps. For good measure hed removed their hearts and left them on the Cholos clubhouse doorstep. The gesture marked another leap in the escalation between the Sinners and Cholos, a broad-ranging turf war for control over key arteries of Southern Californias drug-trafficking network.

Deputy U.S. Marshal Hank Mancone, a fixture behind the wheel of the transport van, was the only nonprisoner in the three-vehicle convoy not a member of the Services Arrest Response Team. Frankie Palton in the passengers seat, the four deputy marshals in the armored Suburban behind them, and the two in the advance vehicle five miles up the road were all part of the districts ART squad, called in for tactical strikes and high-risk transports. Mancone was a deputy as well, but given his retirement age and contentment in grousing about his narrow bailiwick, he had little interest in the ARTists aside from giving them the occasional lift.

Palton pivoted in his seat, meeting Dens shit-eating grin through the steel security screen. Nice tats.

You can take our clothes, but you cant take our colors.

Whats FTW stand for?

Fuck the World.

We keep having these Hallmark moments, I might get dewy-eyed.

The radio crackled in from the chase car. Jim DenleyPaltons partner: Eyes up on your right. We got some more bikers coming on.

Palton looked in the sideview. Two bikers rattled past, double-packing, their mamas reclining against sissy bars and offering the deputies languorous waves. Another three bikers zipped by on the right, flying colors, filthy club logos flapping on the backs of their leather jackets.

Mancones grip on the steering wheel eased once the whine of the Harleys faded. Whats with all the bikers?

Relax, lawman, Den said. Its the season. You got your Love Ride in Glendale, the Long Beach Swap, San Dog Run, Left Coast Rally in Truckee, Big Bear Ride, Mid-State Holiday Hog Run in Paso Robles, Squaw Rock Run, Desert Whirlybird Meet. His smirk bounced into sight in the rearview mirror. All the wannabes on the move.

Kaners three-pack-a-day voice emerged from the tangle of hair down over his face. Ill still take it over you citizens driving around in your cages.

Hear that, Mancone? Palton said. We got nothing to worry about. Just wannabes. And to think I was carrying this gun for no good reason.

Den said, You want to get your shorts twisted over some weekend warriors, be my guest.

From the chase car: Shit. Greaseball alert number two.

Two streams of bikers throttled by on either side of the van, their top rockersthe strips of stitched leather cresting the jackets logosannouncing them as Cholos. Their bottom rockers showed their mother-chapter affiliation: PALMDALE. A few minutes later, a beefy biker rolled past and did a double take at the prisoners. When he lingered to gloat and flip them a middle finger, Palton raised the stock of his MP5 into view. The Cholo opened the throttle, ponytail flicking, and his bottom rocker came visible: NOMAD.

Den laughed, scratching his cheek with a swipe of his shoulder. Good ol Meat Marquez. Now that his nomad buddies met their untimely demise, poor spics gotta ride all by his lonesome.

They came around a bend in the 10 and were greeted by hundreds of brake lights. As Mancone cursed and slowed to a crawl, Palton got the advance car on the air. Whats with the traffic?

What traffic? We sailed through.

Accident?

Probably, but stay alert. Well exit and wait.

Once traffic ground to a standstill, a biker wearing a duster pulled a few lengths ahead of them, stopping where the space between idling cars narrowed. He was low in the seat, pint-size but exuding attitude. He turned and looked back, the van reflected in the silver blade of the helmets faceplate. The distinctive Indian logo identified the motorcycle frames maker, but the rest of the sleek bike seemed to be custom-built. It sported a leather saddlebag on the left side, but its mate was missing on the right. The biker revved the engine, giving voice to 1,200 cubic centimeters of rage.

Jims voice came through the radio again, and Palton replied, Yeah, we got him. Looks to be unaffiliatedhes not flying colors.

A Harley white-lined through the traffic jam, easing up past the right side of the Suburban and van. The helmeted rider paused a few feet back from the other biker, across the lane, idling.

Hands tensing around his weapon, Palton checked the side mirror. Jim had the stock of his MP5 against his shoulder, ready to be raised. Something was lying on the ground under the Suburban at the front left tire. Palton clicked the rearview controls, centering the object in the mirror.

A leather saddlebag.

Paltons eyes lifted, noting the bare right side of the Indian bike ahead. He raised his gun, spinning around. Den and Kaner were lying on the floor, braced against the seats, covering their heads. Palton grabbed for the radio. Shit, get off the

The biker on the Harley raised a lighter-size initiator. His gloved hand tensed.

A low-register boom. The Suburban rose up on the fireball eruption, crashing on its side. The surrounding cars slid a few feet from the blast, doors caving in, windows shattering.

The transport van skidded forward on its front tires, its ass end lifted by the explosion under the trailing vehicle. It smashed the car in front and slammed down directly beside the Harley. Seat belts gut-checked Palton and Mancone, their weapons banging against the dash. The Indians kickstand was down; the small biker sat backward on the seat, sighting with the AR-15 hed produced from beneath his duster.

The two deputies raised their heads as the first volley of bullets punched into the window, degrading the armored glass. The inside layer fragged out, glass embedding in their faces. When the windshield gave, their bodies jiggled like marionettes.

The man on the Harley had dismounted and was firing into the vans side lock. When the door slid open, he threw down his gun and caught the bolt cutters his partner tossed him. Rolling to the edge of the van, Den offered up his arms, then his legs, the steel jaws of the cutters making short work of the connecting chains. He bounced out of the van and hopped onto the empty Harley, cuffs rattling like jewelry around his wrists and ankles, chains dangling. A jagged edge by the door lock caught Kaners prison jumpsuit as he stood, ripping it from collar to tail. Kaner hopped on behind Den, their rescuer leapt on the back of the Indian, and the two bikes took off in opposite directions, splitting lanes.

The four deputies in the keeled-over Suburban strained against their seat belts, coughing out glass and bleeding from the ears. One set of motorcycle wheels zipped past, heading the wrong way. Innumerable car alarms bleated; someones cry of anguish expired in a gurgle.

The wind picked up the severed chains dangling from Dens and Kaners shackles, drawing them horizontal. Kaners torn shirt flapped open, showing off his backpack, the club logo rendered on his flesh in orange and black. They sped off, the flaming skull screaming back from the receding bike at the dead and wounded.
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Silver rattled on china as white-gloved waiters cleared the remains of the five-hundred-dollar-a-plate luncheon. Marshal Tannino stood milling with other Angeleno political luminaries, looking mildly out of place with his coiffed salt-and-pepper hair and his department-store suit. He tugged at his too-short shirtsleeves to bring his gold-star links into view and squinted up at the chardonnay-haired woman holding a glass of white wine.

If we really are serious about committing resources

Across the vast ballroom of the Beverly Hills Hotel, someones beeper chirpeda cutesy electronic rendition of Jingle Bells.

to fully secure the courts, we need to

Another pager added a discordant melody, and then a multitude chimed in. Tannino glanced down, frowning at his own beeper. Excuse me, Your Honor.

State assemblymen and deputies alike scurried to the ballrooms exits, checking the reception levels on their cell phones. Tannino was halfway to the lobby when the city attorney approached, holding out a Nextel. Its the mayor.

Tannino snapped the phone to his ear, still moving. Yes, sir. Uhhuh. Uh-huh. His face tightened. As he continued to listen, he fished his cell phone from his pocket and, holding it down at his waist, speed-dialed. Right away, sir.

He handed back the Nextel and pressed his own phone to his ear. Get Rackley.
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Tim jogged down the Federal Courthouse corridor, pulling off his blazer and cuffing his sleeves. Tannino had called him with the newsan emergency of sufficient magnitude to yank Tim from mind-numbing court duty, where hed been suffering through day three of jury selection for a tax-evasion case. Hed been offered a road back into the Servicebut only so far back inas a reward for a stellar freelance investigation hed conducted on a mind-control cult in the spring. Court duty was a penance of sorts, one hed gladly been paying. But this afternoon he felt no happiness at receiving the long-awaited summons back to the Warrant Squads Escape Teamtwo deputies dead, four injured, and Den Laurey and Lance Kaner out cruising California Central Districts asphalt.

The marshals assistant glanced up from a bank of blinking phone lights and nodded him in. Despite his stern posture, Tannino still looked short behind his great oak desk. He eyed the hole shot through a warped piece of metaljust minutes earlier a badge. A distinguished man with an age-softened linebackers build half sat on the arm of the opposing chair, hands laced over a knee. A razor-straight crew cut completed his square face.

Rackley, you know the mayor?

Of course. How are you, Your Honor? Tim regarded the mayors expression. Right.

They shook hands all around, then took seats on the couch and surrounding chairs. Tims right knee popped when he satit still gave him trouble from time to time, though the scar on his chin had resolved nicely. Souvenirs from the investigation eight months prior. He adjusted his old-school Smith & Wesson wheel gun in its hip holster; checking the revolver was second nature. Hed never made the jump to an auto and probably never would.

How are the boys?

Everyones holding. Jim seems to have lost hearing in one ear, but the docs say it ought to be temporary. Were arranging Frankies service for tomorrow. And Hanks. Tannino tugged at his face, which had gone gray, and his eyes pulled to the bent star on his desk. I just got off with Janice, convinced her we need to go closed-casket. Bastards put a lot of holes in the bodies.

Lets get down to business. Mayor Strauss, like Tim, was a former Army Ranger. In his brief time in office, hed developed a reputation for being a man long on efficacy but short on tact. Youll be the deputy in charge of the task force.

Before Tim could register his surprise, Tannino said, Obviously weve designated Den and Kaner as Top Fifteens. We already put out a news release, and a BOLOs gone out to other agencies.

Were gonna need our locals, Tim said. Bikers spread out.

Were getting a command post up and running. As Im sure youre aware, Jowalskis partnered with Guerrera now. You and Guerrera work together?

Very well.

Youll be a threesome in the field.

Tip hotline?

Tannino nodded. We beefed up the comm center to handle incoming.

Ill announce the number during the press conference I called forStrauss checked his watchabout fifty-two minutes from now. Well also use the occasion to get the mug shots out there. Gives us a jump on the morning papers.

Any leads?

At this point weve got shit, Tannino said. The copters had to come from Piper Tech, took seventeen minutes to get on scene. The crew was smart, hit the van between two close exitsa lot of exchanges and intersections in the area, not to mention the fact that there are bikers all over the roads this month.

Whose handle?

Ours. But its a mess. Since it was on a highway, we had to back off the Chippies. Sheriffs will pick up the murderWalnut/Diamond Bar Station, though Im sure theyll roll someone from Homicide Bureau. Ohand we have the pleasure of an FBI tagalong on the task force. I fought off a joint operation, but their agent sits in. It came from up top.

I understand youve worked bikers before, Strauss said.

Some. Not much. I know the Sinners, but so does anyone with a badge in L.A.

Give me the CliffsNotes.

The mother chapters in Fillmore. I live just south in Moorpark. We get them through town now and then, pissing off all the off-dutiesMoorpark, right? The only thing sacred to a Sinner is his bond to the club. Dont expect honor among thievestheyre famous for double crosses, drug burns, cop killings. Theyve been deep into the meth racket for yearslast intel briefing we were told theyve done twenty mil on the western seaboard in drugs and weapons smuggling. And theyre in an expansion, muscling in on the Cholos for whos gonna move quantity in and around L.A. Other gangs theyve just absorbed, but their hating Mexicans is a big part of the Sinners appeal to the national membership. The Cholos have a more diversified portfolio of controlled substances, but the Sinners want to take the meth away from them completelyget a monopoly. Theyve almost got it with operations in Nevada, Arizona, New Mexico, West Texas, maybe Oregon. As far as one-percenters go, they rule the seaboard and the Southwest.

One-percenters?

Tannino stepped in, The American Motorcycle Association issued a statement after the Hollister incidentyou know, Brando?that ninety-nine percent of bikers are law-abiding citizens. The outlaws embraced the one-percent tag.

So its a badge of sorts.

Would you rather be a loser or an outlaw? Tim asked.

Neither. But point taken. The mayor shot a sigh. What other rackets are they into?

Theyre strong on handguns, assault weapons, and low-end prostitution. Call girls they leave to the mob, along with gambling and hijacked electronics. Theyre smart that waythey mind the terrain, dominate their sectors.

Theyre a business, Strauss declared.

More like a conglomerate.

Tannino focused his dark brown eyes on Tim. Whats your gut?

Having looked at no evidence? Tim asked.

The marshal waved his hand impatiently.

Normally bikers take their medicine and do their time. They dont want to stir trouble for the whole organization, so they go down nice and quiet. A decision like this had to come from above. Something bigs in the works for the club to take a risk like this. And Kaner and Laurey are key elements of it.

Like what?

Thats what we have to figure out. But whatever it is, it requires their chief nomads back in action.

Who do you think worked the break?

The other Sinner nomads already top your suspect list. Theyre the hit men and muscle, the guys with the know-how and the balls to pull off something like this. Guerrera came up in that scene. Im sure he and Bear are working up the names as we speak.

What are the nomads? Strauss asked.

Theyre a chapter not based at a location. Always on the move. No home turf. When a club member becomes a fugitive, theyll send him to the nomadsit keeps him from the law and insulates the other chapters from investigation. The different chapters help hide the nomads as they move around the country.

An Underground Railroad for shitheels, Strauss observed.

Right. And in exchange the nomads do the dirty work for the national club, since theyre already wanted. Tim turned to Tannino. One thing should be clear: Guys like this, they rarely come in alive.

Tanninos weariness showed in his face, the kind of tired that anger wore down to. Fine by me.

Theyre white guys, right? Strauss asked. The Laughing Sinners?

Yes.

Good. The press cant play the race card. Thatll make it easier to sell the body bags. Strauss observed Tim, his face holding a hint of curiosity. You do know why you got called in for this case, Deputy Rackley?

I have an idea.

That freelance work you did a while back. Infiltrating and dismantling that crew of vigilantes. Though Strauss offered the for-public-consumption version, the gleam in his eyes showed he knew better. We have a name for you around City Hall. Strauss drew out the pause, his expression an odd hybrid of respect and disdain. Troubleshooter. So this case? As wed say in the Rangers, its a free-fire zone.

Tim met Strausss eyes. Im gonna bring them in alive if I can.

And if you cant?

Tim studied the mayor, then Frank Paltons twisted badge on the desk. Then I wont.
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The right side of the six-foot-by-four-foot face was a mass of bubbled scar tissue. Were it not for the mug shot thrown from the computer projector onto the far wall, the command post would have been pitch black. Staring out from the nomads right eye socket was the flaming skull, etched onto an otherwise realistic glass eye.

Bear Jowalski walked in front of the image, his enormous frame cutting a black outline from the stream of light. His somber tone matched the mood in the room. Gents, Goat Purdue. He went over the high side in 02, left half his face on the asphalt in Malibu.

Ordinarily Goats appearance would have elicited a volley of off-color commentary, but there were no chuckles or wisecracks today. The deputies functioned through a post-disaster haze; Tim hadnt felt morale this grim since reporting to duty as a Ranger platoon sergeant in the wake of 9/11. In Frank Paltons usual place beside Jim Denley sat an FBI special agent, Jeff Malanea slender man with fine hair and sad, intelligent eyes.

Bear bent over the laptop, and a new photo flashed up on the wall. A surveillance shot, taken from some distance, showed a biker with pencil-thin strips of facial haira stenciled beard. He couldnt have been taller than five-four. His barrel chest seemed transplanted from a larger torso.

His tag is Chief, Bear continued. He earned the nickname because he rides an Indian instead of a Harley.

Guerrera ran a hand through his gelled hair. Chiefs the Sinners intel officer. He keeps the files on the rival clubs, law enforcement, you name it.

An Indian, Tim said. Sounds like our lead biker on the bust, right Jim? Jim?

Denley rustled in his chair. Yup?

You said the short guy rode an Indian?

An Indian, uh-huh.

He the one who sliced up that club mama a few years back? Thomass voice called out from the dark.

No, that was our good friend Den Laurey, Bear said. Hes the knife man. Legend has it he cut one of the club mamas from her hips to her ankles, like a pair of chaps.

But it was Kaner who nailed his old lady to a tree a few years back?

Through the hand, thats right, out near Devils Bowl. Guerreras accent turned thats right into thass ride. When CHiPs found her a day and a half later, home girl didnt want any help. Said her man told her to wait there.

Quality girl.

Den and Kaner are the most vicious of the nomads, Guerrera said. Which is no small claim.

A click brought the next photo up on the wall. A leering mug shot, the wide face peering out from beneath a mop of white-yellow curls. Faint, nearly invisible eyebrows.

Tom Johannsson, aka Tom-Tom. An explosives specialist. And a nomad.

No neck was in evidence; Tom-Toms head was set directly on his shoulders.

I saw some white hair peeking out from beneath the helmet on the Harley man. Jims voice, flavored with a strong Brooklyn accent, was always slightly hoarse and strained, as if he were yelling.

Does he have the skills to have designed the boom ball that flipped the Suburban? Tim asked.

Oh, yeah, Guerrera said. Word is Tom-Tom came up in the Michigan Blood Patriots. Those boys could teach the ragheads a thing or two about improvised explosives.

Freed opened the blinds, revealing the modest view from Roybals third floor, and everyone blinked against the light.

We know of any other Sinner nomads? Haines asked.

Nigger Steve, but he was shot off his bike three days ago, Guerrera said.

A black guy? Thomas asked with surprise.

No, Guerrera said. Just tan.

And dead, Bear added.

Guerrera said, Hes the first Sinner nomad to be killed by another club. The Cholos took advantage of Den and Kaners lockup to take him out.

Thomas again: You think thats why the Sinners busted them out?

Thats my guess, Bear said. Protection andcoming soon to theaters everywhereretaliation.

You know how Sinners avenge the killing of one of their own? They take out five. Tim set down his pen, noticing hed chewed the cap flat. Were gonna see more blood.

Yeah. Millers face was tense with anger. Theirs.

Thomas and Freed, establish contact with the Cholos, Tim said. See if you can get in with their boss man in the mother chapter, the dude with the headdresswhats his name?

El Viejo, Guerrera said.

Its probably an exercise in futility, but if thats where Den and Kaner are headed, wed be remiss not to touch base and see if we can post a few men around the clubhouse.

No way, Rack, Guerrera said. Theyll never go for it. Bikers handle biker problems, sabes? Plus, the Cholos are all over the roadswe couldnt run surveillance on them even if they wanted us to.

Freed shrugged, the creases vanishing from his Versace suit. Growing up in a family businessmoney from which supplemented his GS-12 paycheckhad taught him great respect for particulars. Well get on it. Cant hurt.

Thomas gestured at the now blank wall. So you have those three beauty queens pegged as the break team?

Looks like it, Bear said. Theyre the remaining nomadsit is their job. Plus, weve gotten back corroborative buzz from our CIs, for what thats worth.

A number of the Services confidential informants had biker ties, though their veracity was open to question.

We have last-knowns on any of the nomads? Tim asked.

Theyve been in the wind forever.

Jim was picking his ear, his eyes glassy. Cynthia just had her sweet sixteen. He was talking too loud. Everyone tried not to look at him.

You all right, Jim? Tim asked.

Jim stared down at the tabletop. Frankies daughter. Of the four deputies injured in the escape, he was the only one whod already returned to duty; hed checked out of the hospital and come straight back to the office. Hed trashed his jacket, but his shirt was still marked with bloodthin lacings at the collar like ink. Palton had been his partner nearly eight years. Jim, the point man for lifting spirits on the Warrant Squad and ART, hadnt shown a glimmer of his irreverent humor.

Well get em, Bear said lamely. He mustered a smile and aimed it awkwardly at Jim, a small generosity that reminded Tim why Bear was the first person he and Dray called when they had good news or bad. And theyd had plenty of both in the past few years of their marriage.

Tim flipped through the file before him, refocusing. Any angle into the mother chapter?

The Feebser, the Bureautried to nail Uncle Pete when Den and Kaner went down, Bear said. They rousted him under Continuing Criminal Enterprise but got nowhere. You remember the subpoenaed-credit-card-records debacle?

Tim and Draylike most everyone else in the statehad followed the case closely. When on the stand, Uncle Pete, the droll three-hundred-pound Sinner national president, had made mincemeat out of the prosecutors over some innocuous credit-card charges theyd interpreted loosely to make their case. Theyd had no better luck trying to untangle the knots in his drug-distribution network and his money-laundering operation.

Malane had sat quietly through the first part of the intel dump with an expression of reserved superiority that Tim had learned was the prevailing attribute of an FBI agent. Malane cleared his throat and spoke, not lifting his eyes from the Cross pen that he tapped on the blank pad before him. Uncle Pete is careful to keep the mother chapter free and clear of anything incriminating.

Whyd you hit dead ends on the drug charges? Tim asked.

Same reason we always run into trouble with bikerstheir drug network is self-contained and resilient. They are the distribution network, so they control the scene from the stash houses to the wholesalers to the street-level pushers. Theyre set up in the liquor stores, the mom-and-pops, the gas stations, doing little hand-to-hand deals that collectively move big product. They have a lot of free labor, in their women and their pledges. The threads of the operation are buried. You make a bust, thats all you got. One bust. Minimal product. Plus, theyve got a reliable and internal pipeline for flowing drugs to other chapters and citiesthemselves. During run season especially, forget it. You got hundreds of bikers on the roads, youre not gonna get cleared to implement cavity searches to suss out the few mules. Malanes face had contracted as if hed tasted something sour. He was angry, but also humbled; he and his agency had been well and publicly spanked.

Why dont we haul Uncle Pete in for a close look? Tim asked.

Hes got that hotshot TV lawyer, Bear said. Dana Lake.

I would advise, Malane said, treading lightly on that front.

Tim leaned forward, rubbing his temples, mulling over what little evidence theyd managed to acquire. The break itself had left few clues. The precision of the strike indicated that the route survey run by the transport team Mondaythe day after Nigger Steves murderhad been carefully surveilled. The operation itself had been impeccably planned and executed. Minutes behind the advance car, the driver of a venerable yellow Volvo had locked up the brakes on the 10, slant-parking across two lanes and leaving a smoke grenade in the backseat. Wearing a helmet, the person had fled on foot, vaulting over the freeway barriers, hopping onto a waiting Harley, and racing off. The car left behind to block traffic had as yet yielded no leads.

The sheriffs lab had already determined that the saddlebag explosive was an ANFO special, initiated by a dynamic detonator. Ammonium nitrate fuel-oil bombs, composed of ingredients obtained at any hardware store or construction site, are easily home-cooked, leaving a generic forensic signature and no Taggants microtraces to be run through the system.

The break team had used high-grade weapons: AR-15s were a step up from the Uzi-style MAC-10 blow-back grease guns wielded by less sophisticated offenders. Civilian versions of M16s, the AR-15s had been converted to full-auto machine guns. The process takes all of twenty minutes with a seven-piece mail-order conversion kit; a basic home workshop stocks the tools to machine out an AR-15s lower receiver and make room for a drop-in autosear. The best investigative bet would be tracking the rounds, but even armor-piercing ammo could be bought for cash at gun shows these days. The armor on the Dodge transport van, like all bullet-resistant protection, was designed only to buy a little time. For all his experience, Hank Mancone hadnt gotten off the X when the bullets started pounding, and that had cost him and Palton their lives.

Tim stood and walked to the head of the table, the others regarding him with anticipation. Listen, we got our cages rattled pretty good. Frankie was a close friend to everybody here. I didnt know Hank as well, but whenever one of ours goes down, we all feel it.

Malane was wearing a bored expression, and Tim hated him for it.

But being hotheaded isnt going to get us the perpetrators. Sheriffs is working Frankie and Hanks murders, so that frees us to focus on what we do bestcatch fugitives. Thats how well honor the dead. Work your CIs. Former cellmates, known associates, hangoutsyou know the drill. Talk to gas-station attendants along biker routes, let them know theres a reward. Get the word out to motor shops, wrecking yards, swap meets. Lets ask our locals to red-flag bike thefts in case theyre stealing new rides to throw us off the trail.

But dont bother with Jap Scrap, Guerrera said. Or chasing VIN numbers on frames. Outlaws grind and restamp. Thats the problem with chopperstheyre almost impossible to trace. Every part can come from a different bike.

Can you narrow it down more on the bikes? Freed asked. What were tracing and what we should keep an eye out for when were in the field?

Guerrera frowned thoughtfully. He had the face of a teenager, still not hardened out despite the stubble on his cheeks. His long eyelashes and full lips looked more Italian than what people might think of as Cuban, but he was Little Havana through and through. Outlaw bikes are lean and mean. Its a rough ride, beats your insides. Full-dressers come off an assembly line at seven hundred pounds, but outlawsll strip em down to fourthats called a cutaway. Maybe they steal a garbage wagon from a weekend warrior. If they dont part it out, theyll dump the saddlebags, the fairing, the extra chrome, the springs on the forks, the rear shocks, the fender. Theyll re-form the seats, downsize the headlights, install dual carburetors.

Most outlawsll swap out the thick stock tanks because they cover the top of the motor and hide the horses, but Sinners, especially nomads, leave them on in case they need more gas for cop chases. Thats why they prefer swing-arm handlebars to ape hangers, tooeasier to navigate on the run. Theyll pull every trick in the book to make their bikes fastercut down the flywheels on the left side for faster acceleration, throw in suicide clutches, and power-jump with hot cams, fat valves, and increased bore and stroke. You wont find Sinner nomads doing dumb shit like going sky-high on the front tire. Theyre more pragmatic that waytheyll sacrifice looks for speed. They have to outrun Johnny Law, and theyre not gonna get tangled up because they raked out the front wheel four feet. Thats something to remember with the Sinnersdespite the noise, theyre outlaws first, bikers second.

We need to find every point of leverage, Tim said. I want to know if any of these mutts ever skipped on a bail bondsman. I want you talking to members in jailisnt their former secretary doing a dime up at the Q?

Yeah, but these boys dont roll over, Guerrera said. Not even in the clink.

So? We just let him pump iron and watch The Bachelor all day? I want him interviewed. Haines?

Got it.

Zimmer, youll liaise with Homicide on the murders. Thomaswhat do we have on active Sinner investigations?

Where do you want me to start? An old broad in a Mary Kay pink Caddy hit and killed a Sinner out on PCH last year. She was murdered in her Pasadena home two days later. A hitchhiker got turned out in Augustgang-raped and kept with the club for three months. She wont press charges. Supposedly the Sinners keep files on family members for shit like that. They know where your niece goes to elementary schoolyou want to squeal, you got a hefty decision on your hands. A floater washed up

Get all the case files, see if you spot any inroads. Hows the intel on members of the mother chapter?

Surprisingly bad, Bear said. The clubhouse is sealed off, helmet laws ensure we cant tell them apart on the road, and distinguishing marks dont help for shit when theyve all got them. Believe it or not, the nomads are easier to ID because theyre all fugitives.

Sheriffs Station in Fillmore has been sitting on the clubhouse since right after the break. Jimtake Maybeck and get up there. Tim noticed that everyone was staring at Jim. Another drop of blood fell from Jims ear, tapping the paper in front of him. Jim. Jimyou have

Oh. Jim cupped his hand, catching the trickle. He looked at his stained hand blankly. Sorry, guys.

Why dont you step out, go down to the nurses station.

Right. Okay.

The door closed behind him. Tim took a moment to recapture his thoughts, the pause stretching out uncomfortably. Thomas exhaled hard, puffing his cheeks. Bear slid his jaw to one side, cracking it.

Okay, Maybeck, go check in with the deputies keeping an eye on the clubhouse. Tell them to keep the Sinners tangled up in penny-ante nonsensemuffler violations, high handlebars, helmet infractions. Have them put another set of locals a few miles down the road to write them up for the same stuff. Thatll help us match faces to names and give us good records on whos moving in and around the clubhouse and on what bikes. What are the odds on sliding someone in undercover?

Nil, Malane said quickly.

Guerrera, loath to agree with a Feeb, nodded reluctantly. Its almost impossible. You gotta snuff someone to get in these days, just to prove youre not law enforcement. Then you have to get through the initiation ceremony. Nasty, nasty shit.

Okay, forget it. But lets red-flag the leads near the mother chapterthe safe houses double as crash pads, so they usually arent far away. Tim turned to Malane. Were gonna need the files you used during the trial, everything from the murders to the CCE.

Ill see what I can do.

Do better than that.

Malane folded his hands across his belly, a gesture that might have looked assured on a broader man. Ill tell you right now, everythings registered in the names of their womenreal estate, portfolios, the whole mother lode. Thats how they do it. Since a lot of them are felons and cant pack, they even have their women carry their guns for them.

Lets use that, then, Tim said. The women might be our route in. I want to know who they are and who theyre paired with. Guerrera, hows it work?

The Sinners use different terms for their broads than the other biker gangspart of their new-breed image. Mamas are called slags, old ladies are deeds. Slags are club property, tagalong putas. Any of the boys can dip into one whenever they want, trade her to another club for bike parts, whatever. Now and then the clubll kidnap a girl or recruit her from a battered-womens shelter and turn her out. A deed belongs to one dude, and no one messes with that, you know.

Tim asked, One deed for each biker?

Except Uncle Pete, who keeps a handful. Property jackets aint enough for himall his old ladies give up a little finger. Thats the cost to sled with papi chulo.

Okay, Tim said. It all starts with intel. We need better information. Lets go get it.

One of the court security officers leaned into the room. A Cholo just got shot off his bike in Piru.

Bear cocked back in his chair, catching Tims eye. Game season open.
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