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The gavel cracked down like a gunshot, and Nicole Reeves felt her heart sink into her stomach. Another dismissal. Another small business owner left defenseless against corporate vultures circling overhead.

"Case dismissed on grounds of insufficient evidence," Judge Harold Blackwood announced, his weathered face showing no emotion as he shuffled papers with practiced indifference.

Nicole shot to her feet, her leather portfolio clutched tight against her chest. "Your Honor, with all due respect, the documentation clearly shows—"

"Ms. Reeves." Blackwood's cold gray eyes fixed on her with the kind of stare that had crushed careers before hers. "The court has ruled. You may file an appeal through proper channels."

Proper channels. Nicole's jaw clenched as she watched Iliana Marquez gather her things with shaking hands, tears streaming down the woman's face. Iliana's family restaurant—three generations of recipes and memories—would be bulldozed within the week to make room for another soulless corporate chain.

The third case this month. The third time Nicole had walked into court with ironclad evidence of corporate intimidation and walked out empty-handed. The third time Judge Blackwood had found creative reasons to rule against local businesses.

Nicole forced herself to nod respectfully. "Of course, Your Honor."

But as she turned to leave, she caught something that made her blood run cold. A slight smile tugged at the corner of Blackwood's mouth as he made eye contact with the corporate attorney across the aisle—a barely perceptible nod of satisfaction.

They weren't even trying to hide it anymore.

Outside the courtroom, Nicole put her arm around Iliana's shoulders as the older woman sobbed. "I'm so sorry, Iliana. We're not done fighting this."

"How can you say that?" Iliana's voice cracked. "They have all the power. All the money. What chance do we have?"

Nicole wished she had a better answer. The truth was becoming clearer with every dismissed case, every rejected appeal, every small business that disappeared overnight. The system wasn't broken—it was working exactly as intended. Just not for people like Iliana.

"Go home to your family," Nicole said softly. "Let me handle this."

After Iliana left, Nicole sat alone on the courthouse steps, staring at her files spread across her lap. Three identical patterns. Three corporate buyout attempts. Three cases where her evidence had been pristine and her arguments solid, yet somehow inadmissible.

She pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts until she found her law school friend who worked in the federal records office. If there was a pattern here, she needed proof.

Twenty minutes later, her phone buzzed with a text: Check your email. Be careful who you trust.

The attachment contained financial records that made Nicole's stomach drop. Wire transfers. Offshore accounts. A paper trail connecting Judge Blackwood to the same corporate interests that had destroyed Iliana's restaurant and two other local businesses.

Nicole's hands shook as she scrolled through the documents. This wasn't just corruption—this was systematic theft, using the courts as weapons against honest business owners who refused to sell.

She was so absorbed in the evidence that she didn't notice the black sedan pulling up to the curb until footsteps echoed on the courthouse steps behind her.

"Ms. Reeves?"

Nicole spun around to find two men in expensive suits approaching. The larger one had the build of an ex-football player gone soft, while his partner moved with the fluid grace of someone comfortable with violence.

"Can I help you gentlemen?"

"Actually, we're here to help you." The bigger man smiled, but it never reached his eyes. "Name's Crawford. I represent certain business interests that are concerned about your recent... activities."

Nicole's pulse quickened. She casually gathered her files, trying to keep her voice steady. "I'm not sure what you mean."

"Come on, counselor. We both know you're too smart to play dumb." Crawford stepped closer, his partner flanking to her left. "See, there are some people who think you might be gathering information that doesn't belong to you. Information that could cause problems for legitimate business operations."

"Everything I have was obtained through legal discovery and public records." Nicole stood, clutching her portfolio against her chest like armor.

Crawford laughed—a sound like gravel in a blender. "Public records can be so easily misinterpreted, can't they? Especially by lawyers who might be looking to make a name for themselves with wild conspiracy theories."

The threat hung in the air between them. Nicole glanced around, noting how empty the courthouse steps were at this hour. Most people had gone home to their families. Her car was parked three blocks away in the public garage.

"I think this conversation is over," she said, stepping sideways toward the street.

The smaller man moved to block her path. "Actually, Ms. Reeves, it's just getting started. See, our clients are prepared to make you a very generous offer for any... materials... you might have collected recently."

"And if I'm not interested in selling?"

Crawford's smile disappeared entirely. "Then we'll have to explore other options. You wouldn't want anything to happen to that nice partner of yours—Jerri Boller, right? She's got kids, doesn't she?"

Nicole's blood turned to ice. "Are you threatening my partner?"

"I'm stating facts. This is a dangerous business, practicing law. Accidents happen all the time. Files get lost. Evidence disappears. Sometimes lawyers do too."

That's when Nicole made her decision. She grabbed her phone and hit the emergency contact she'd programmed after Iliana's husband had recommended a "certain kind of help" for situations the law couldn't handle.

The phone barely rang once before a deep voice answered. "Cypress."

"This is Nicole Reeves," she said, backing toward the street as Crawford's partner advanced. "Iliana Marquez gave me your number. I need—"

Crawford lunged for her phone, but Nicole spun away, breaking into a run down the courthouse steps. Behind her, she heard heavy footsteps and shouted orders.

"I need help," she gasped into the phone as she ran. "Courthouse parking garage, Level 2. Two men, corporate enforcers—"

A hand grabbed her shoulder, spinning her around. Crawford's partner had caught up, his fingers digging into her arm hard enough to bruise.

"Hang up the phone, lady."

Instead, Nicole drove her elbow into his solar plexus and twisted away, her law school self-defense training kicking in. She ran harder, her heels clicking against concrete as she reached the parking garage.

The sound of motorcycle engines echoed through the concrete structure—deep, throaty Harley rumbles that seemed to vibrate through her bones. Nicole had never been so grateful to hear anything in her life.

She rounded the corner to see three motorcycles roaring up the garage ramp, their riders in black leather with green patches. The lead bike was a massive custom chopper ridden by a man who looked like he'd been carved from granite and violence.

Dark hair, strong jaw, and eyes the color of storm clouds that locked onto hers with immediate recognition. This had to be Cypress—she could feel the dangerous competence radiating from him like heat.

The bikes screeched to a halt in a semi-circle around her just as Crawford and his partner appeared behind her, breathing hard.

"Well, well," Crawford panted, straightening his jacket. "Looks like our attorney friend has some interesting associates."

Cypress cut his engine and stood, his movements fluid and controlled. He was taller than Nicole had expected, with the kind of lean strength that came from actual work rather than gym membership. When he spoke, his voice carried the authority of a man accustomed to being obeyed.

"You boys lost?"

Crawford tried to project confidence, but Nicole could see the tension in his shoulders. "This is a private business discussion. No need for... complications."

"See, that's where you're wrong." Cypress stepped closer, and Nicole noticed the way the other two bikers had positioned themselves to cut off any escape routes. "Because the lady called me, which makes this my business now."

"Listen, biker—"

"The name's Cypress. And you're trespassing on territory under my protection." His voice dropped to a dangerous whisper. "Which means you've got about ten seconds to walk away before this becomes a very different kind of conversation."

Crawford's partner reached inside his jacket, and everything exploded into motion.

Cypress moved like liquid lightning, covering the distance between them in two strides. His hand clamped down on the man's wrist before the gun cleared leather, and Nicole heard something crack—either bone or cartilage, she couldn't tell which.

The gun clattered across concrete as Crawford's partner dropped to his knees, gasping.

"Like I said," Cypress continued conversationally, "ten seconds."

Crawford looked between his writhing partner and the three motorcycles, doing rapid calculations. "This isn't over."

"Yeah, it is." Cypress's gray eyes were arctic cold. "Because if I see either of you near Ms. Reeves again, we're going to have a much longer conversation. The kind that involves shallow graves in the Everglades."

The corporate enforcers retreated, supporting each other as they limped toward the stairwell. Nicole watched them go, her heart still hammering against her ribs.

When she turned back, Cypress was studying her with those intense storm-gray eyes. "You hurt?"

"No, I'm fine." Nicole realized she was still gripping her phone and portfolio like lifelines. "Thank you. Iliana Marquez said you might be able to help with situations where the law... falls short."

Something shifted in Cypress's expression—not quite a smile, but a recognition of shared understanding. "Iliana's good people. So was her husband before the cancer got him." He gestured to her files. "What kind of trouble are we talking about?"

Nicole glanced around the parking garage, suddenly aware of how exposed they were. "The kind that involves federal judges and corporate bribes and people who make lawyers disappear."

Now Cypress did smile, and it was sharp as a blade. "My favorite kind. Come on, counselor. Time you met the brotherhood."

He swung his leg over the massive chopper and gestured for her to climb on behind him. Nicole stared at the motorcycle, then at the man who radiated danger and protection in equal measure.

"I've never ridden on a motorcycle before."

"Then today's full of firsts." Cypress held out a helmet. "Hold on tight. Where we're going, nobody threatens lawyers without consequences."

Nicole tucked her files inside her jacket and accepted the helmet. As she settled behind Cypress on the bike, her arms wrapping around his solid waist, she felt something she hadn't experienced in months of fighting corrupt judges and corporate intimidation.

Hope.

The Harley's engine roared to life beneath them, and as they rode out into the Florida afternoon, Nicole realized her life had just changed forever. She was no longer fighting the system alone—she had an army of dangerous men willing to provide the kind of justice the courts couldn't deliver.

And the man whose strong back she was pressed against felt like the safest place in the world.

Even if he was probably the most dangerous person she'd ever met.
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The compound materialized out of the Everglades like something from another world. Nicole had expected some kind of ramshackle hideout, but the Gator Kings MC headquarters was a fortress of weathered wood and steel that spoke of permanence and serious money.

Cypress guided his Harley through gates that looked like they could stop a tank, past armed guards who nodded respectfully as they passed. The other two riders peeled off toward a massive garage filled with motorcycles that gleamed like weapons under the Florida sun.

"Welcome to our territory," Cypress said as he cut the engine near the main clubhouse. His voice carried pride and something else—possession. Like he owned every inch of ground they stood on.

Nicole climbed off the bike, her legs unsteady after the hour-long ride through back roads and highways. She pulled off the helmet, shaking out her dark hair, and caught Cypress watching her with those storm-gray eyes that seemed to catalog every detail.

"This place is incredible," she said, taking in the converted ranger station that had been transformed into something between a compound and a small town. "How long have you been here?"

"Five years building what you see now. The brotherhood's been protecting this territory longer than that." Cypress dismounted with fluid grace, then moved to stand closer than strictly necessary. "But we've never had anyone try to corrupt our judges before. That's new."

The way he said 'our judges' sent a thrill through Nicole's chest. There was ownership in his voice, territorial authority that made her pulse quicken in ways her law school professors never had.

"The corruption goes deeper than just Blackwood," she said, pulling her files from inside her jacket. "I have financial records showing a network of payoffs designed to steal local businesses through legal manipulation."

Cypress's expression darkened as he scanned the documents. "Show me everything."

He led her toward the clubhouse, and Nicole became aware of eyes tracking their movement. Men in leather vests with green gator patches stopped their conversations to watch the woman Cypress was bringing into their sacred space.

The main doors opened to reveal a traditional motorcycle club interior—pool tables, leather furniture, a long wooden bar that looked like it had survived decades of brotherhood gatherings. But there was something more here, an undercurrent of serious business that spoke of money and power beyond what most clubs commanded.

"Brothers," Cypress called out, his voice carrying easily across the room. "We've got territorial business to discuss."

A massive man behind the bar looked up—graying hair, scars that spoke of serious violence, and the kind of presence that commanded rooms without effort. This had to be Swamp, the president Nicole had heard whispered about in courthouse corridors.

"This would be our lawyer problem," Swamp said, his voice carrying approval as his dark eyes assessed Nicole. "Iliana Marquez spoke highly of your backbone, Ms. Reeves."

"Thank you, sir." Nicole straightened her shoulders, meeting his gaze directly. "Though I'm not sure how much good backbone does against systematic judicial corruption."

"Depends on who's backing up that backbone," said another voice. A lean man with intelligent eyes and the controlled movements of someone comfortable with violence approached from a corner table. "Python Jackson. I handle security analysis for territorial threats."

Nicole shook his offered hand, noting the calluses that spoke of serious weapons training. "Nicole Reeves. I handle legal defense for businesses that refuse to be intimidated."

"Not anymore, you don't," Cypress said, his tone carrying finality that made Nicole's breath catch. "From now on, you handle legal strategy for the brotherhood. The corruption network made this personal when they threatened you."

The possessive authority in his voice sent heat through Nicole's entire body. She'd spent years fighting the system alone, and suddenly she had an army of dangerous men willing to provide backup for her investigations.

"I appreciate the offer," she said carefully, "but I'm not sure I understand what you're asking me to do."

Swamp chuckled, a sound like distant thunder. "Cypress is saying you're under brotherhood protection now. Which means anybody who threatens you threatens us. And we take threats to our territory very seriously."

"Your territory?"

"South Florida highways, local businesses, honest judges who haven't been bought yet," Python explained. "We protect what belongs to us. And as of today, that includes one stubborn lawyer who won't back down from corporate predators."

Nicole felt something shift inside her chest—a warmth that had nothing to do with the Florida heat and everything to do with belonging somewhere again. "What exactly does brotherhood protection involve?"

"Full tactical support for your investigation," Cypress said, moving closer until she could smell leather and motor oil and something purely male that made her mouth go dry. "Financial analysis of the corruption network. Electronic surveillance of key targets. And personal protection that doesn't end until every threat is eliminated."

The way he said 'personal protection' made Nicole's pulse race. There was promise in those words, territorial claiming that went beyond professional collaboration.

"I need to be clear about something," she said, forcing herself to maintain eye contact despite the way Cypress was looking at her like she was something precious he intended to keep. "I won't ask you to do anything illegal on my behalf."

The entire room went silent for a heartbeat before Swamp started laughing. "Sweetheart, you just walked into an outlaw motorcycle club compound. Legal isn't exactly our specialty."

"But justice is," Cypress added, his voice quiet but carrying absolute certainty. "And what's happening to businesses in our territory isn't justice—it's theft with government backing."

Nicole looked around the room at faces that had seen serious violence and emerged victorious. These weren't courthouse lawyers who played by rules written by corrupt politicians. These were men who understood that sometimes real protection required stepping outside systems that had been bought and paid for.

"Show us everything," Python said, settling into a chair at a large table covered with maps and tactical equipment
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