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The lunch rush was finally dying down when the health inspector's county sedan pulled up to Piper Hall's food truck, and she knew immediately that her day was about to go to shit.

Inspector Rick Salazar had that look—the one that said he'd found something expensive wrong with her operation and was going to enjoy every second of making her squirm. His slicked-back hair caught the afternoon sun as he stepped out of the vehicle, adjusting his expensive watch before reaching for the clipboard on his passenger seat.

Piper wiped her hands on her apron and forced herself to breathe. She'd been running Hall's Cuban Kitchen for three years now, serving the courthouse crowd their midday fix of ropa vieja and tostones. Every permit was current, every surface sanitized, every ingredient fresh. She ran a tight operation because she'd learned young that the world didn't give foster kids second chances.

"Ms. Hall." Salazar's smile was all teeth and no warmth as he approached her service window. "Routine inspection today."

"Inspector." She kept her voice neutral, professional. Her wild red curls were fighting their way out of the bun she'd twisted them into that morning, and she resisted the urge to shove them back. "Everything's current. Permits are in the folder by the register."

He didn't even glance at the folder. Just ran one finger along the edge of her serving counter, examining it like he expected to find evidence of the plague. "We'll see about that."

Piper's gut twisted. She knew this dance. Had seen it happen to other vendors in the courthouse district over the past six months. Clean operations suddenly hit with violations that materialized out of thin air. Businesses that had been running for years getting shut down over imaginary infractions.

The pattern was obvious to anyone paying attention—pay up or get buried in red tape.

She watched Salazar circle her truck, his cheap cologne preceding him. He was paunchy around the middle, the kind of guy who'd probably owned something once and lost it, spent every day since making other people pay for his failures. His manicured hands looked wrong holding that clipboard, like he'd never done real work in his life.

"Temperature logs," he demanded, not looking at her.

"Right here." She pulled the binder from its magnetic hook and handed it over. Every entry was perfect because she checked the goddamn thermometers every two hours like clockwork.

He flipped through pages without really reading them. "Inadequate documentation."

"Bullshit." The word was out before she could stop it. "Every entry is dated, timed, and initialed. That's more than adequate—it's textbook."

Salazar's smile widened. "Attitude noted. Let's check your grease trap maintenance records."

They went through the same routine for twenty minutes. He'd point out some imaginary deficiency, she'd produce documentation proving him wrong, and his smile would get meaner. By the time he circled back to her service window, Piper's jaw was aching from clenching it.

"Well, Ms. Hall." He made a show of writing on his clipboard. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to cite you for multiple violations. Temperature documentation inadequacy, improper food storage, grease trap maintenance failures, and—" He paused, his pen hovering. "—structural integrity concerns with your propane system."

Piper felt the blood drain from her face. A propane violation meant immediate shutdown. No hearing, no appeal, just done. Her entire livelihood packed up and impounded until she could prove the system was safe, which required hiring an inspector, which cost money she didn't have.

"My propane system is certified." Her voice came out steady despite the panic clawing at her throat. "I have the paperwork from last month's inspection."

"Certifications can be revoked." Salazar's eyes were cold, calculating. "Especially when safety concerns arise during routine inspections."

There it was. The shakedown, wrapped in official language and county authority.

"How much?" The words tasted like battery acid.

"Excuse me?" He had the audacity to look offended.

"How much to make these violations disappear?" She leaned forward, her hands flat on the counter. "Because we both know that's what this is about. You've been running this racket on every food vendor in the district. So let's skip the bullshit—what's your price?"

Something ugly flickered across Salazar's face. "Careful, Ms. Hall. Allegations of official misconduct could result in additional scrutiny. Your business, your permits, your entire operation." He paused. "Accidents happen to people who make trouble."

"Get the fuck off my property."

"This is county jurisdiction. I go where I need to go." He tapped his clipboard. "You have seventy-two hours to address these violations before I escalate to immediate closure. I suggest you think carefully about cooperation."

He walked back to his sedan, taking his time, making sure she understood who held the power here. Piper watched him drive away, her hands shaking with rage and fear.

Three years. She'd spent three years building this business from nothing. Saved every penny from her shitty waitressing jobs, studied Cuban cuisine until she could make her ropa vieja in her sleep, designed the truck's layout herself. She'd aged out of foster care at eighteen with two hundred dollars and a garbage bag of clothes, and she'd built something real through pure fucking determination.

And now some asshole with a county badge was going to take it all away unless she paid protection money like some kind of mob movie.

"Not happening," she said to the empty parking lot. "Not fucking happening."

She'd survived worse than Rick Salazar. The streets had taught her to fight, and foster care had taught her that the system didn't save people like her. If she wanted to keep what was hers, she'd have to do it herself.

Piper pulled out her phone and started documenting everything. Photos of her temperature logs, her permits, her propane certification. If Salazar wanted to play dirty, she'd make damn sure she had evidence when he came back with his fabricated violations.

A motorcycle rumbled past on the street—one of those loud bastards that rattled windows. She barely glanced up, too focused on her documentation.

She didn't know it yet, but the guy on that bike had been watching her for weeks. Didn't know that he'd seen Salazar's visit, had clocked the inspector's body language and the fear on her face. Didn't know that she'd just caught the attention of someone who understood exactly what it meant to refuse to back down.

Didn't know that her fight had just become someone else's problem to solve.

The sun was setting by the time Piper finished her documentation and cleaned up for the day. She locked the truck's security cage with hands that still wanted to shake, her mind already racing through options. Legal help cost money she didn't have. Going to the regular cops meant filing complaints that would get buried by Salazar's connections. Fighting the violations in court would take months she couldn't afford.

She was on her own. Story of her fucking life.

Piper shouldered her backpack and headed for the bus stop, her sneakers quiet on the pavement. The courthouse district emptied out fast after five—lawyers and clerks fleeing to their suburban lives, leaving the streets to shadows and the occasional homeless person she usually brought leftovers to.

Tomorrow she'd figure out her next move. Tonight she just needed to get home, maybe punch her pillow a few times, and not think about how close she was to losing everything.

The rumble of a motorcycle engine echoed off the buildings behind her, and Piper glanced over her shoulder more from habit than concern.

The bike was parked in the shadow of the courthouse, and even in the dying light, she could make out the rider watching her. Something about his stillness made her pulse kick up—not fear exactly, but awareness. The kind of attention that meant something.

Their eyes met across the distance, and even though she couldn't see his face clearly, Piper felt the weight of his focus like a physical thing.

Then he kick-started the engine and rolled away into traffic, and she was alone again with her problems and her fury.

But something had shifted. Some piece moving on a board she didn't even know she was playing on.

Seventy-two hours until Salazar came back for his answer.

Piper adjusted her backpack and kept walking. She'd figure it out. She always did.

She had to.
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Diesel pulled his bike into the Gator Kings compound just after sunset, the familiar rumble of the engine settling into silence as he killed the ignition. The grease under his fingernails was permanent at this point—three years of working on every piece of machinery the club owned, and his hands told the story.

He'd been a prospect for eight months now. Eight months of proving himself, following orders, and keeping his mouth shut except when he had something worth saying. The brotherhood was testing him, watching to see if the carnival kid who'd spent his whole life running would actually stay when things got hard.

Diesel planned to stay. For the first time in twenty-eight years, he'd found something that felt like it might last.

He spotted Python Jackson leaning against the clubhouse wall, the Sergeant at Arms watching him with that predator stillness the man had perfected. Python never wasted movement, never spoke unless the words carried weight. Former park enforcement turned club enforcer, and every bit as dangerous as the name suggested.

"Church in ten," Python said. "Swamp wants an update on the vendor situation."

Diesel nodded and headed inside to wash his hands. The courthouse district vendor protection had fallen into his lap because he'd been the one paying attention. Watching the patterns, noticing when clean operations suddenly got hit with violations, tracking which businesses paid and which ones got shut down.

The corruption was obvious once you knew what to look for.

But one vendor in particular had caught his attention three weeks ago, and Diesel was self-aware enough to know it wasn't just about the protection racket anymore.

Piper Hall and her food truck had become his daily stop. Coffee and a Cuban sandwich, standing at her window making small talk while he memorized the way her wild red curls escaped whatever she used to tie them back. The way her laugh came quick and genuine when someone told a decent joke. The burn scars on her forearms that she never tried to hide, proof she'd earned everything she had through hard work and heat.

She was a fighter. He'd known it the first time she'd called out a customer who tried to shortchange her, that sharp tongue and zero tolerance for bullshit on full display.

Today he'd watched that bastard Salazar circle her truck like a shark, and he'd seen the exact moment she'd realized what was happening. Seen the fear flash across her face before fury replaced it, watched her stand her ground even when the inspector made his threats.

Diesel had wanted to put the man through the pavement right there in the courthouse parking lot.

Instead, he'd followed protocol. Gathered intel, documented the interaction from a distance, and brought it to the brotherhood. Because that's what prospects did—they didn't go rogue, they didn't start wars without authorization, and they sure as hell didn't let personal feelings dictate club business.

Even when those personal feelings had him thinking about freckles and fierce green eyes at two in the morning.

He scrubbed the worst of the grease from his hands and headed for the meeting room. Most of the patched members were already there—Swamp at the head of the table with that natural alpha authority that made him president, Gator beside him scanning some report with his tracker's focus on detail, Cypress shuffling papers with the methodical precision of the former lawyer he'd been.

Reaper caught his eye and jerked his chin in acknowledgment. The former corrections officer had been the last one patched in before Diesel started prospecting, which made him the newest full member and the closest thing Diesel had to an ally in the hierarchy.

"Diesel." Swamp's voice cut through the low conversations. "You called this meeting. Talk."

Diesel moved to the center of the room, aware of every pair of eyes on him. This was part of the test too—could he present intel clearly, make a case for action, and handle the brotherhood's scrutiny without flinching.

"Protection racket targeting food vendors in the courthouse district," he said. "Health Inspector Rick Salazar is running it. Fabricates violations, threatens immediate shutdown, and vendors either pay or lose their businesses. He's hit six operations in the past four months. Four paid up, two got shut down and never reopened."

"County official," Gator noted, his tracker instincts processing the territorial implications. "That's heat we don't need if we're not careful."

"He's using his position to extort people in our territory," Diesel countered. "If we let county officials shake down vendors under our protection, every two-bit bureaucrat with a badge will think they can do the same thing."

Swamp leaned back in his chair, his dark eyes thoughtful. "You got proof of the extortion, or just pattern recognition?"

"Patterns first—clean operations with perfect paperwork suddenly hit with multiple violations. Violations disappear for businesses that start making regular cash payments to Salazar's operation. But today I watched him threaten a vendor directly." Diesel kept his voice level, professional. "Piper Hall. Runs a Cuban food truck, been operating for three years with zero actual violations. Salazar showed up during lunch rush and manufactured five infractions including a propane safety issue that would trigger immediate shutdown."

"She pay?" Python asked quietly.

"She told him to get the fuck off her property."

A few appreciative chuckles rippled through the room. The brotherhood respected backbone, especially when it came from someone facing down institutional power.

"This Hall woman," Swamp said, and Diesel tried not to react to the possessive spike that hit him at hearing someone else say her name. "She ask for our help?"

"No. She doesn't know we exist beyond seeing bikes around the district." Diesel met Swamp's eyes. "But Salazar gave her seventy-two hours to pay up or face closure. He's not going to let her refusal slide—he'll escalate to make an example."

"You want protection authorization." It wasn't a question.

"I want to document his operation, identify his muscle, and figure out how deep the corruption goes. Then I want authorization to shut it down permanently." Diesel paused. "Salazar's got connections in the permit office and probably with suppliers. He's not working alone."

Cypress tapped his pen against the table, his legal mind already processing angles. "County health inspector means state oversight, internal affairs, potential media attention if this goes sideways. We move on him, it needs to be airtight. No witnesses, no evidence, no trail back to the club."

"Agreed," Swamp said. "Python, you work with Diesel on intel gathering. I want names, schedules, financial connections. Find out who else is dirty and how far up this goes. Diesel, you keep doing whatever you've been doing in that district—stay visible, stay routine, don't spook them."

"Copy that." Diesel felt Python's measuring gaze and knew the Sergeant at Arms was already planning their surveillance approach.

"One more thing," Swamp added, his tone making it clear this was the important part. "This Hall woman. You got feelings there?"

The room went silent. This was the real question, the one that mattered when it came to prospects and their ability to think clearly under pressure.

Diesel could lie. Could say it was just about territory and protection, about not letting corrupt officials operate unchecked. But the brotherhood would see through it, and lying to Swamp was a good way to never get patched.

"Yeah," he said. "I got feelings there."

"That going to compromise your judgment?"

"No." Diesel held Swamp's stare. "It's going to make me more careful. I'm not letting some inspector with a protection racket hurt her, but I'm also not going rogue and starting a war without club backing. That's why I'm here instead of already putting Salazar in the ground."

Swamp studied him for a long moment, then nodded slowly. "Fair enough. Python keeps you on track, makes sure those feelings don't override protocol. But if she's going to be in our crosshairs because of this situation, you better be damn sure you can protect her when things get violent."

"I can protect her."

"Then get me that intel. Dismissed."

The meeting broke up, members filtering out to their bikes or back to the bar. Diesel started to follow, but Python's hand on his shoulder stopped him.

"That food truck," Python said quietly. "She makes a good Cuban sandwich?"

"Best in the district."

"Then we'll make sure she's still making them when this is over." Python's eyes were flat, dangerous. "But Swamp's right—feelings make you vulnerable. Salazar figures out you're interested in her, he'll use that. So we move fast, we move careful, and we don't give him time to figure out what we're doing."

"Understood."

Python nodded and headed for his bike. Diesel stood in the compound parking lot, the Florida night heavy with humidity and the distant sound of the Everglades settling into darkness.

Seventy-two hours. That's what Salazar had given Piper to fold or fight.

Diesel had no intention of letting her face either option alone.

He pulled out his phone and opened the photo he'd taken of Salazar's county sedan, complete with license plate and time stamp. The beginning of their documentation, the first piece of evidence in building a case for elimination.

The brotherhood would handle this the right way—with violence, not cooperation. With permanent solutions, not legal complications.

And when it was done, maybe Diesel would finally work up the balls to tell the woman with the fierce green eyes and the wicked tongue that he'd been thinking about her for three weeks straight.

Maybe.

First, they had to make sure she lived long enough for him to be that honest.

Diesel straddled his bike and kicked the engine to life, already planning tomorrow's surveillance route. Salazar thought he was untouchable because of his county position and his institutional connections.

The inspector was about to learn what happened when you threatened someone the Gator Kings had decided to protect.

Nothing good. Nothing gentle.

And absolutely nothing that would leave him breathing by the time this was over.
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Piper locked down the food truck's security cage with extra care, her movements precise despite the exhaustion dragging at her bones. Two days since Salazar's visit, and the bastard had made good on his promise to escalate.

This morning she'd found her commissary kitchen's health permit mysteriously "under review." This afternoon, her propane supplier had called to say her account was flagged for safety concerns and they couldn't deliver until the county cleared the hold. And an hour ago, she'd watched a courthouse security guard she'd never seen before circle her truck three times, making notes on his phone.

The walls were closing in, and Piper was running out of options that didn't involve either paying protection money or losing everything she'd built.

She shouldered her backpack and started the walk toward the bus stop, her sneakers quiet on the cooling pavement. The courthouse district was emptying out like usual, the last stragglers from the county offices heading for their cars in the employee lot.

The hair on the back of her neck prickled.

Piper had learned to trust that instinct years ago, back when survival meant knowing when someone was paying the wrong kind of attention. She kept walking, casual, but her peripheral vision was tracking movement behind her.

Three men. Moving with purpose, angling to intercept her path.

She recognized the one in front—Niles Barton, the steroid-bulked asshole who'd delivered Salazar's ultimatum two days ago. The cauliflower ears and the mean swagger were hard to forget. The
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