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The bastards were letting him run.

Lindy Modani crouched behind her Crown Vic, watching Jake Springer and his crew of corrupt bounty hunters "chase" Marcus Webb through the abandoned warehouse district like they were running through molasses. Webb—a two-hundred-pound drug dealer who'd skipped on a fifty-thousand-dollar bond—should've been face-down in the dirt five minutes ago. Instead, Springer was herding him toward the back exit like a sheepdog with a prize lamb.

Her radio crackled. "Lindy, you seeing this shit?" Abigail Santana's voice carried disbelief and fury. "They're letting him walk."

"I see it." Lindy's grip tightened on her Glock. Third time this month. Third high-value fugitive who'd magically slipped through Springer's fingers while she watched her legitimate recovery business get gutted by corruption.

Webb disappeared around the corner. Springer made a show of cursing into his radio, then turned toward her position with that smug smile that made her want to put her boot through his teeth.

"Tough break, Modani," he called out, sauntering over like he owned the entire industrial district. "Slippery bastard got away from us again."

Lindy stood, holstering her weapon with deliberate calm. "Funny how that keeps happening to you, Jake. Almost like you're getting paid to let them run."

His smile died. The three men flanking him—Karl Randall, Tony Damon, and Rich Van Duesen—spread out in a loose semicircle that had nothing to do with casual conversation and everything to do with intimidation.

"Careful, sweetheart." Springer stepped closer, his bulk casting a shadow over her. "That sounds like an accusation. Might hurt a man's reputation."

"What reputation? The one where you take bribes to let dangerous criminals disappear?" She stood her ground, chin up, every inch of her five-foot-six frame radiating defiance. "Or the one where you target legitimate recovery operations that won't play your game?"

Randall laughed, a sound like gravel in a garbage disposal. "She's got brass, I'll give her that. Too bad it's gonna get her in trouble."

"Here's the thing, Lindy." Springer's voice dropped to a whisper that raised every hair on her arms. "South Florida's got room for exactly one bounty hunting operation. Mine. You can join up, play by our rules, take your cut of the arrangement fees. Or..." He shrugged. "Well, accidents happen in this business. Fugitives fight back. Sometimes recovery agents don't make it home."

The threat hung in the humid air like a death sentence. Lindy felt her pulse hammering in her throat, but her voice stayed steady. "Is that what you tell yourself when you let killers walk free for the right price? That it's just business?"

"Smart girls know when to quit while they're ahead." Damon stepped forward, his hand resting on the butt of his pistol. "Stupid ones end up as cautionary tales."

"Which one are you, Lindy?"

The growl of motorcycle engines cut through the tension like a blade through silk. Four bikes roared into the warehouse district, moving fast and loud enough to wake the dead. The lead rider—lean, dangerous, all in black leather—took one look at the standoff and gunned his engine straight at them.

Springer's crew scattered like roaches when the lights came on.

The bike skidded to a stop between Lindy and the corrupt hunters, kicking up a cloud of dust and attitude. The rider pulled off his helmet, revealing dark hair, sharp cheekbones, and eyes the color of winter storms. When he looked at her, something electric shot straight through her chest and settled low in her belly.

"Problem here?" His voice was pure gravel and smoke, with an edge that suggested he hoped the answer was yes.

Springer recovered first, puffing out his chest like a threatened peacock. "None of your business, biker trash. This is between professionals."

Winter-gray eyes flicked to Springer with the kind of look that made smart men reconsider their life choices. He swung one long leg over his bike, standing with the fluid grace of a predator. "Anything that happens in Gator Kings territory is my business."

Gator Kings. Lindy had heard whispers about the MC that claimed this part of South Florida as their hunting ground. Legitimate operations mixed with something darker, more dangerous. Men who protected what was theirs with lethal precision.

"You threatening us?" Van Duesen's voice cracked like a teenage boy asking for a prom date.

Viper smiled. It was the kind of expression that made wolves look cuddly. "Stating facts. This lady looks like she's being hassled by men who don't respect the word no." His gaze shifted to Lindy, and heat coiled in her stomach. "That about right, sweetheart?"

She should've been offended by the endearment. Should've bristled at being called sweetheart by a dangerous stranger with a motorcycle and an attitude. Instead, she found herself drowning in those storm-gray eyes and fighting the insane urge to step closer to all that controlled violence.

"They were just leaving," she managed, proud that her voice didn't shake.

"Were we?" Springer's face was red with humiliation and rage. "We've got business to finish."

"No." Viper's voice dropped to a whisper that somehow carried more menace than a shout. "You don't. Not anymore."

The other three Gator Kings riders had dismantled their bikes and moved to flank Springer's crew. They didn't draw weapons, didn't make threats. They just stood there, silent and still, radiating the kind of controlled violence that made smart men walk away from fights they couldn't win.

Springer looked around at the odds, then back at Lindy with naked hatred. "This isn't over. Your business, your life—it's all borrowed time now."

"Jake." Viper's voice stopped him mid-turn. "You threaten her again, you won't get a chance to regret it."

For a moment, the air crackled with the promise of violence. Then Springer jerked his head toward his crew, and they backed away like the bullies they were, muttering threats and promises under their breath.

When they were gone, Lindy realized she was shaking. Not with fear—with pure adrenaline and something darker, more primitive. The man standing three feet away had just faced down four armed men without breaking a sweat, and every cell in her body was sitting up and begging for his attention.

"Danny McGuire." He pulled off his leather gloves, tucking them into his belt with deliberate precision. "They call me Viper."

The name fit. Everything about him was coiled, controlled, ready to strike.

"You hurt?" His eyes raked over her, checking for damage with the intensity of a man inventory his most valuable possession.

"I'm fine." The lie tasted bitter. She wasn't hurt, but she sure as hell wasn't fine. "Thank you. For the backup."

He stepped closer, close enough that she could smell leather and motor oil and something purely male that made her want to press her face against his throat and breathe him in. "What's your name?"

"Lindy Modani. I run a bail recovery business." She lifted her chin, meeting his stare with defiance that was ninety percent bluster and ten percent insanity. "I don't need a keeper."

His mouth curved in what might have been amusement. "Recovery agent. That explains the backbone." Another step closer. Close enough to touch, close enough that she could feel the heat radiating off his body. "But sweetheart? You just pissed off men who kill people for money. You might not need a keeper, but you sure as hell need someone watching your six."

"I can take care of myself."

"Against four armed men who've already decided you're a problem that needs solving?" He reached out, one finger tracing the line of her jaw with touch so gentle it made her knees weak. "You're brave. Beautiful. And if you think courage and a pistol are enough to keep you breathing when they come back, you're gonna end up dead."

The casual endearments should have made her angry. Instead, they sent heat spiraling through her chest and settling between her thighs like liquid fire. "So what are you suggesting?"

"Come back to our compound. Meet my president. Let us explain why those bastards think they can threaten legitimate recovery operations in our territory." His thumb brushed across her lower lip, and she forgot how to breathe. "Let us show you what real protection looks like."

Every sensible instinct screamed at her to walk away. To go back to her car, drive home, and pretend this conversation never happened. But Springer's threat echoed in her mind—accidents happen—and something about the man standing in front of her made her want to throw caution out the window and jump headfirst into whatever darkness he was offering.

"One meeting," she heard herself say. "Then I decide."

Viper's smile was pure sin and satisfaction. "Fair enough." He turned toward his bike, then looked back over his shoulder. "Follow close, sweetheart. And try to keep up."

As if she had a choice. Watching him swing his leg over that machine like he was mounting a steel-and-chrome warhorse, Lindy knew she was in serious trouble.

The kind of trouble that started with protective strangers and ended with women losing their hearts to dangerous men who called them sweetheart and meant it.
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The ride to the Gator Kings compound took twenty minutes through back roads that twisted through Florida swampland like a snake's backbone. Viper set a pace that tested the limits of Lindy's Crown Vic without completely leaving her in the dust, and she found herself pushing the sedan harder than she had in years just to keep those taillights in sight.

When they finally turned through a gate marked "Everglades Conservation Alliance," she almost laughed. The legitimate front was so perfect it made her teeth ache. Rolling green lawns, administrative buildings, even a sign advertising educational tours. But the men who came out to greet them weren't park rangers.

They were predators in human skin, every one of them.

Viper killed his engine and swung off the bike with that fluid grace that made her pulse skip. The other riders—his backup from the warehouse district—pulled up beside him in a formation that spoke of military precision and brotherhood bonds forged in violence.

"Compound looks different than I expected." Lindy climbed out of her car, hyperaware of the way every man's eyes tracked her movement. Not threatening, exactly. More like wolves assessing whether she belonged in their pack.

"Most people don't get invited inside." Viper moved to her side, close enough that his presence felt like a shield between her and the curious stares. "You ready to meet the man who runs this territory?"

Before she could answer, the front door of the main building opened and a man
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