
MANATEE’S SIGNAL

GATOR KINGS MC #7

SASHA HARLEY

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2025 Sasha Harley
All rights reserved.
Cover photo by Freepik

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1


[image: ]


Dana Bondie's security consulting office looked like a war zone.

She stood in the doorway, surveying three thousand dollars' worth of destroyed equipment scattered across the floor. Her monitors lay shattered, keyboards twisted into unrecognizable shapes, and every client file cabinet had been yanked open and dumped. Someone had spray-painted "LAST WARNING" across her wall in blood-red letters that dripped like a threat.

"Motherfuckers." The word escaped between clenched teeth as she stepped carefully through the debris field that used to be her business.

This wasn't random vandalism. This was a message.

For three weeks, she'd watched every small business owner on her block cave to the same demand: pay Victor Kozlov's "protection fee" or watch your livelihood disappear. The flower shop across the street now handed over five hundred weekly after their windows got smashed. The accounting firm next door paid eight hundred after their employees started getting followed home. Even the tough-as-nails tattoo parlor two buildings down coughed up a grand monthly after someone slashed all their chairs.

But Dana Bondie didn't pay extortion money. Not ever.

She'd told Kozlov's slick-suited messenger exactly where he could shove his protection racket when he'd shown up yesterday with his briefcase full of "business proposals." She'd also promised to organize every business owner on the block to tell him the same thing.

Apparently, that hadn't gone over well.

Her phone buzzed against her hip. Jennifer Walsh, her business partner, calling from the satellite office across town.

"Dana, thank God. Are you okay? I just got a call from Mrs. Charlton at the flower shop—she said she saw men going into your building with crowbars."

"They trashed everything." Dana kicked aside a broken picture frame, the glass crunching under her boots. "Every piece of equipment, every file. Professional job, too. They knew exactly what to break to cause maximum damage without triggering the building's security system."

"Jesus. We need to call the police."

"And tell them what? That we're being targeted by criminals the cops already know exist but can't touch?" Dana had done her research. Victor Kozlov's protection racket had been operating in South Florida for two years. The authorities knew about it. They just couldn't make anything stick to a man who kept his hands clean while his enforcers did the dirty work.

"So what do we do?"

Dana surveyed the wreckage again, calculating. New computers, new furniture, new security setup—fifteen grand minimum to get operational again. Money she had, barely. But it wouldn't matter if they just came back and destroyed everything again.

"I'm not paying." The words came out harder than concrete. "And I'm not backing down. These bastards picked the wrong business to fuck with."

"Dana—"

"I'll figure something out. Just keep the remote consultations running from your end until I get this sorted."

She ended the call and started documenting the damage with her phone's camera. Insurance would want photos, and she had a feeling she'd need evidence for more than just a claim.

The sound of footsteps in the hallway made her freeze. Heavy boots, deliberate pace. Multiple sets.

They were coming back.

Dana's hand went to the Glock 19 holstered at her hip—one advantage of running a security consulting firm was justifying the carry permit. She'd never shot anyone, but she'd put enough rounds through paper targets to know which end of the gun did the damage.

Three men filled her doorway. The leader was built like a refrigerator with arms, wearing a expensive suit that couldn't hide the prison tattoos crawling up his neck. His two companions flanked him in tactical formation, hands resting on bulges under their jackets.

"Ms. Bondie." Refrigerator Man's voice carried a slight accent. Eastern European, maybe Russian. "I see you received our message."

"Your message was pretty fucking clear." She kept her hand near her weapon, body angled for a quick draw. "But here's mine: I don't pay extortion, and I don't scare easy."

He smiled, the expression never reaching his cold eyes. "Perhaps we weren't clear enough."

The men on either side moved into the room, spreading out to flank her. Professional positioning. These weren't street thugs—they were trained muscle.

"This is simple business arrangement," Refrigerator Man continued, stepping carefully through the debris. "You pay small monthly fee, we ensure nothing unfortunate happens to your... consulting practice. Very reasonable terms."

"Reasonable?" Dana's laugh held zero humor. "You mean extortion with a business card."

"Such ugly words. We prefer 'protection services.'"

"Protection from who? You?"

"Protection from many dangers that threaten small businesses in difficult economic times." His smile widened, showing gold teeth. "Fires. Break-ins. Accidents that happen to employees who work late. Tragic incidents that destroy years of hard work in single evening."

The threat hung in the air like smoke from a burning building.

"How much?" The question came out of her mouth before her brain could stop it.

"For business your size? Two thousand monthly. Very reasonable rate for complete peace of mind."

Two thousand a month. Twenty-four grand a year. Her profit margin wouldn't survive it, but more importantly, her principles wouldn't either. Dana Bondie had built her reputation on protecting people from exactly this kind of predatory bullshit.

"Counter-offer." She straightened to her full height, matching his stare. "Fuck off and die."

The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees.

"Unfortunate choice." He nodded to his men. "Perhaps Ms. Bondie needs more convincing demonstration of our services."

They moved fast for big men, but Dana moved faster. Her Glock cleared leather in one smooth motion, barrel leveling on Refrigerator Man's center mass.

"First one who reaches for a gun gets a new breathing hole."

Nobody moved. For about three seconds.

Then all hell broke loose.

The man on her left lunged while his partner went for his weapon. Dana pivoted and fired, the Glock's bark deafening in the enclosed space. Her shot went high, punching into the wall as someone tackled her from behind.

Bodies crashed into furniture. Hands grabbed for her gun. A fist caught her ribs, driving air from her lungs in a painful whoosh.

She got an elbow into someone's solar plexus, heard cursing in what sounded like Russian, then someone's arm locked around her throat from behind. Her vision started graying at the edges.

The distinctive roar of a motorcycle engine echoed from the parking garage below, growing louder by the second.

"Time to go," Refrigerator Man snapped. "Bring her."

Strong hands hauled Dana toward the door. She fought like a wildcat, kicking and clawing, but they outweighed her by a combined four hundred pounds.

Then the lights went out.

Emergency lighting kicked in, bathing everything in hellish red. In the crimson glow, Dana saw a figure moving through the stairwell like death itself. Tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a black leather vest with patches she couldn't make out in the dim light.

He moved with predatory grace, and he was armed.

The first gunshot dropped the man holding her left arm. The second sent Refrigerator Man diving for cover behind her overturned desk. The third put a hole in the wall exactly where the remaining enforcer's head had been a split second earlier.

"Down!" The newcomer's voice cut through the chaos like a blade.

Dana didn't need to be told twice. She hit the floor and rolled behind her filing cabinets as gunfire erupted in earnest. Muzzle flashes lit up the darkness like deadly fireworks.

When the shooting stopped, two bodies lay sprawled in her office doorway. Refrigerator Man was nowhere to be seen—probably hauled ass down the emergency stairs the moment the shooting started.

"Clear." The voice was calm, professional. Military training, she realized. Or law enforcement.

Dana raised her head cautiously. The man stood silhouetted against the emergency lighting, and even in the red glow she could see he was built like violence made flesh. Six-four, maybe two-forty of solid muscle, with shoulder-length dark hair and a face that looked carved from granite.

The patches on his leather vest came into focus as he moved closer. "Gator Kings MC" across the back, with a grinning alligator logo that somehow managed to look menacing. Florida club colors in green and black.

A biker. An outlaw biker had just saved her life.

"You hurt?" His voice was deep, rough around the edges like whiskey and cigarettes.

"I'm okay." Dana pushed herself to sitting position, checking for damage. Bruised ribs, scraped knees, but nothing broken. "Who are you?"

"Name's Manatee." He holstered his weapon with practiced ease, eyes scanning the scene like a tactical assessment. "And you just made some very dangerous enemies, darlin'."

"I didn't make anybody anything. They came after me."

"Yeah?" He nudged one of the bodies with his boot, confirming it wouldn't be getting back up. "What'd you do to piss off Victor Kozlov's crew?"

The casual way he identified the dead men sent ice through Dana's veins. This wasn't random. This biker—Manatee—knew exactly who had attacked her and why.

"How do you know about Kozlov?"

"My business to know." He extended a hand to help her up. His fingers were callused, scarred across the knuckles, and warm as a furnace. "Question is, what're you gonna do now that he's made you a target?"

Dana let him pull her to her feet, acutely aware of how small she felt next to his imposing frame. Even in tactical boots, the top of her head barely reached his shoulder.

"I'm gonna rebuild my office and keep running my business."

"That right?" Something that might have been amusement flickered across his features. "And when he sends ten men next time instead of three?"

"I'll figure something out."

"Will you now." He stepped closer, crowding her personal space in a way that should have felt threatening but somehow didn't. Instead, she found herself noticing details: the way his leather vest stretched across his chest, the intricate tattoos covering his forearms, the predatory stillness that suggested violence barely held in check.

"You got brass, I'll give you that." His eyes—dark brown, almost black in the emergency lighting—fixed on hers with uncomfortable intensity. "But brass don't stop bullets, and it sure as hell don't stop men like Kozlov."

"So what do you suggest?"

"Come with me."

The words hung between them like a challenge. Dana's rational mind screamed warnings about dangerous men on motorcycles who solved problems with gunfire. Her survival instincts, however, were doing the math: two dead enforcers, a trashed office, and a protection racket that wouldn't stop until she paid or disappeared permanently.

"Where?"

"Somewhere safe. Somewhere we can talk about Victor Kozlov and why he's so interested in your little consulting business." Manatee's smile was sharp as a blade. "And maybe discuss what it's gonna cost to keep you breathing long enough to figure out your next move."

Sirens wailed in the distance, growing closer. Someone had called in the gunfire.

"Cops'll be here in five minutes," he observed casually. "You can stay and explain how two Russian enforcers ended up dead in your office, or you can come with me and we'll handle this the way it should be handled."

"Which is?"

"The permanent way."

Dana looked around her destroyed office one more time. Three years of building her reputation, gone in one afternoon. All because she'd refused to pay protection money to criminals who thought fear was a business model.

Well, fuck that.

"Let's go."

Manatee's grin was pure predator. "Now you're thinking smart, darlin'."

He led her through the emergency exit and down six flights of stairs with the fluid grace of someone who'd done this before. The parking garage echoed with the rumble of motorcycle engines—not just one bike, but several.

Three men waited beside matching Harley-Davidsons, all wearing Gator Kings colors. They looked up as Manatee appeared with Dana in tow, taking in the situation with the kind of instant assessment that came from years of living dangerously.

"Problem solved?" The man closest to them was built like a linebacker, with graying temples and scars that spoke of serious violence.

"For now." Manatee swung his leg over a machine that looked like it could outrun the apocalypse. "But it's gonna get worse before it gets better."

He looked back at Dana, expression serious. "Last chance to change your mind. Once you get on this bike, you're committed to seeing this through the hard way."

Dana thought about her trashed office, the dead men upstairs, and Victor Kozlov's promise that things would only get worse. Then she thought about twenty years of building a business that helped people protect themselves from exactly this kind of predatory bullshit.

She climbed onto the bike behind him.

The leather seat was warm from the engine's heat, and when Manatee kicked the Harley to life, the vibration went through her like electricity. She wrapped her arms around his waist, feeling muscle and scars through his vest.

"Hold tight," he called over the engine noise.

The bike lunged forward like a caged animal suddenly set free, tires squealing against concrete as they roared toward the garage exit. Behind them, the other three machines followed in tight formation, four outlaws and one very stubborn security consultant disappearing into the Florida night.

Dana pressed her face against Manatee's broad back and held on, wondering what the hell she'd just gotten herself into.

And why part of her was excited to find out.
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The Gator Kings compound materialized out of the Everglades darkness like something from another world.

Manatee guided his Harley through a gate that looked innocent enough until Dana noticed the surveillance cameras and motion sensors hidden among the Spanish moss. The other three bikes flanked them in perfect formation, riders alert for threats that could emerge from any shadow.

"Welcome to the kingdom, darlin'." His voice carried over the rumble of engines as they rolled down a crushed shell driveway lined with towering cypress trees.

Buildings emerged from the swampy landscape—a main clubhouse that dominated the clearing, individual cabins scattered through the trees for privacy, and what looked like a serious garage operation complete with lifts and enough Harleys to outfit a small army. Security lighting illuminated everything with the kind of professional setup that cost real money.

This wasn't some backwoods biker hangout. This was a fortress.

The convoy pulled up to the clubhouse, engines cutting out in synchronized silence that left Dana's ears ringing. She climbed off Manatee's bike on unsteady legs, adrenaline from the parking garage firefight finally catching up with her.

"You okay?" His hand settled on the small of her back, steadying her with casual possessiveness that should have annoyed her but somehow didn't.

"Just processing." She looked around the compound, taking in details with professional habit. "This is... not what I expected."

"What'd you expect?"

"Honestly? Rusty trailers and meth labs."

The linebacker who'd been waiting in the garage—graying temples, serious scars—barked out a laugh. "Meth labs. That's rich." He extended a hand the size of a dinner plate. "Swamp Castellanos. I run this outfit."

President. Dana recognized the authority in his stance, the way the other men deferred without making it obvious. She shook his hand, noting calluses that spoke of real work and a grip that could crush bones if he felt like it.

"Dana Bondie. And apparently, I just became your problem."

"Our territory, our problem." Swamp's tone carried the weight of absolute commitment. "Manatee filled us in on the ride over. Victor Kozlov's protection racket has been pushing hard into our business district for months."

"Your business district?"

"South Florida highways, local bars, legitimate enterprises under our protection." Another rider stepped forward—tall, lean, with the fluid movement of someone who'd seen serious combat. "Python Jackson. Sergeant at Arms."

Dana filed away the military bearing, the way his eyes constantly scanned for threats. These weren't just bikers playing dress-up. These were professionals who'd chosen the outlaw life for reasons that probably made sense if you knew the whole story.

"Protection." She tested the word. "Like Kozlov's protection?"

"Nothing like Kozlov's protection." Manatee's voice went hard as winter steel. "We don't extort businesses. We defend territory against predators who do."

"What's the difference?"

"The difference," Swamp said, "is that we were here first, we keep our word, and we don't prey on people trying to make an honest living." He gestured toward the clubhouse. "Let's take this inside. You need to understand what you're up against."

The clubhouse interior hit Dana like a wall of testosterone and leather. Pool tables dominated one side of the main room, a fully stocked bar ran along the back wall, and motorcycle memorabilia covered every available surface. But it was the patches and photographs that told the real story—military commendations, law enforcement service records, and pictures of men in uniform who'd traded badges for club colors.

"Environmental officers," she realized, studying a group photo. "Park rangers. Wildlife enforcement."

"Former," Python corrected. "We all tried working within the system first."

"What happened?"

"System failed the people we swore to protect." Swamp moved behind the bar, pulling out a bottle of bourbon that probably cost more than most people's car payments. "Corporate predators, corrupt officials, criminals who knew exactly which palms to grease. Good people got hurt while bureaucrats counted paperwork."

"So you became outlaws."

"We became effective." Manatee accepted a glass of bourbon, downing half of it in one swallow. "When legal channels fail, you create new channels."

Dana found herself studying him in the better lighting. The dangerous competence she'd witnessed in her office was even more apparent here, surrounded by men who clearly respected his skills. Intelligence specialist, according to the outline she'd glimpsed. Former environmental scientist turned surveillance expert for a motorcycle club that protected territory through direct action.

It should have terrified her. Instead, she found it oddly reassuring.

"Tell me about Victor Kozlov," she said.

The temperature in the room dropped several degrees.

"Russian mob wannabe with serious backing and zero conscience," Python answered. "Been running protection rackets throughout South Florida for two years. Targets small businesses, solo practitioners, anyone who can't afford serious security."

"Police involvement?"

"Cops know he exists. Can't prove he's directly involved because he keeps his hands clean." Swamp poured bourbon for everyone, including Dana. "His lieutenants handle the dirty work while he maintains plausible deniability."

"How many businesses has he taken?"

"Forty-seven in our territory alone." Manatee's jaw tightened. "Flower shops, restaurants, accounting firms, auto repair. Anyone who refuses to pay gets escalating pressure until they cave or disappear."

"Disappear?"

"Bankrupted, burned out, or buried." Python's voice held the flat tone of someone stating facts. "Three business owners have died in 'accidents' over the past eighteen months. Two more just vanished completely."

Dana felt ice forming in her stomach. "And you let this happen?"

The question hung in the air like a lit fuse.

"We let it happen," Manatee said quietly, "because until today, nobody was willing to fight back."

"What makes today different?"

"You." His dark eyes fixed on hers with unsettling intensity. "You told him to fuck off and die. You drew a gun when his muscle tried to take you. You chose to fight instead of pay."

"So?"

"So now you're our kind of problem." Swamp leaned against the bar, studying her with the assessment of a man who'd commanded troops in combat. "Question is, you got the stomach to see it through?"

Dana thought about her destroyed office, Jennifer's worried voice on the phone, and the casual way Kozlov's enforcer had threatened to burn down everything she'd built.

"What does 'seeing it through' involve?"

"War." Python's answer was simple, direct. "Kozlov's not going to stop because you embarrassed him tonight. He's going to escalate until you're dead or paying protection money like everyone else."

"Unless?"

"Unless we eliminate the threat permanently." Manatee moved closer, close enough that she could smell leather and gunpowder and something uniquely masculine that made her pulse quicken. "But that means accepting Gator Kings protection. Becoming part of our territory. Following our rules."

"Which are?"

"Simple." His hand settled on her hip with casual possessiveness that sent electricity through her nervous system. "You belong to us now. Specifically, you belong to me. Anyone who threatens what's mine answers to the brotherhood."

The claiming statement should have triggered every feminist instinct she possessed. Instead, Dana found herself hyperaware of his proximity, the solid strength of his body, the predatory stillness that suggested violence barely contained.

"I don't belong to anyone."

"Yeah?" His thumb traced along her hipbone through her jeans, a casual touch that somehow felt intimate as hell. "Then why are you still standing here instead of calling a cab?"

Because you saved my life. Because I'm attracted to dangerous men who solve problems with direct action. Because the system failed me just like it failed all of you.

"Because I want Kozlov stopped
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