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Detective Melanie Collins pressed her back against the brick wall of Romano's Italian Kitchen, her heart hammering against her ribs as she watched three men in LVMPD uniforms shake down Tony Romano like common thugs.

"You're behind on your insurance, Tony." Captain Roy Stephenson's voice carried the casual menace of a man who'd perfected intimidation over twenty years on the force. "Protection doesn't come free in this city."

Melanie's grip tightened on her service weapon, though she kept it holstered. This wasn't some random shakedown—this was her captain, her sergeant, and Detective Forester running a protection racket in broad fucking daylight.

"I pay my taxes, Captain." Tony's thick Italian accent trembled with barely controlled rage. "I follow every health code, every city ordinance. What more you want from me?"

Sergeant Lisa Manning stepped closer, her hand resting on her duty belt in a way that made Tony flinch. "The city's dangerous these days, Mr. Romano. Lots of break-ins. Kitchen fires. Sometimes the response time for emergency services gets... delayed."

The threat landed like a physical blow. Tony's shoulders sagged in defeat.

"How much?" The words came out broken, defeated.

"Five hundred a month keeps your business safe," Forester said, lighting a cigarette with deliberate slowness. "Keeps the health inspectors happy. Keeps your daughter's college applications from getting flagged for... irregularities."

Melanie's blood turned to ice. They were threatening Tony's kid now?

She watched in sick fascination as her captain—the man who'd given speeches about honor and integrity at the last department awards ceremony—counted dirty money like a street corner dealer.

"Pleasure doing business, Tony." Stephenson tucked the cash into his jacket. "Same time next month. Don't be late."

The three cops turned to leave, and Melanie pressed deeper into the shadows between buildings. Her mind raced through options, all of them bad. Report this to Internal Affairs? Manning was sleeping with the IA lieutenant. Go to the Chief? Stephenson played golf with him every weekend.

She needed evidence. Video, audio, something that couldn't be buried or dismissed.

Stephenson paused at the mouth of the alley, his cold gray eyes scanning the area with the paranoid intensity of a man with too many enemies. For one heart-stopping moment, his gaze landed on the shadow where she hid.

"You smell something, Cap?" Forester asked, following Stephenson's stare.

"Just the stench of this neighborhood." Stephenson's smile was all teeth, no warmth. "Let's go collect from the auto shop. Those Mexican boys better have our money."

They walked away, leaving Melanie shaking with rage and adrenaline.

Twenty minutes later, she sat in her unmarked sedan outside the police station, staring at the building where she'd sworn to serve and protect. The American flag snapped in the desert wind, and the sight of it made her stomach churn.

Her father had died for that flag. Died believing the badge meant something.

She pulled out her phone and scrolled to the number for Internal Affairs. Her finger hovered over the call button.

Then she thought about Manning's cozy relationship with Lieutenant Hayes. About Stephenson's golf games with the brass. About how many times she'd seen good cops transferred to shit assignments for asking the wrong questions.

Instead, she opened her camera app and started a new video file.

"Detective Melanie Collins, badge number 4471. The date is October fifteenth, and I'm documenting suspected corruption within the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department."

Her voice was steady, but her hands shook as she laid out everything she'd witnessed. The shakedown, the threats, the casual way they'd menaced an honest business owner trying to make a living.

When she finished recording, she encrypted the file and uploaded it to a secure server her tech-savvy brother had set up for her. Insurance, in case things went sideways.

Which they would. She was sure of it now.

The next morning brought confirmation of her worst fears.

"Collins." Sergeant Manning barely looked up from her computer as Melanie approached the duty desk. "You're working undercover today. Drug bust in Henderson."

Melanie frowned. "I'm not scheduled for UC work until Thursday."

"Plans change." Manning's smile was sharp enough to cut glass. "Detective Rodriguez called in sick. You're filling in."

The assignment sheet made Melanie's blood run cold. She was supposed to observe a suspected drug deal at a motorcycle shop—Neon Velocity Customs. The same shop Stephenson had mentioned wanting to "collect" from.

This wasn't a drug bust. It was a setup.

She could walk away. Call in sick herself, let some other detective handle whatever frame job Stephenson was planning. But that would leave innocent people to get railroaded by dirty cops.

People like her father would've protected.

Melanie checked her service weapon, adjusted her wire, and headed for Henderson.

She was walking into a trap, but she'd be damned if she'd let it spring without a fight.

The motorcycle shop sat on a dusty stretch of industrial road, all steel and chrome gleaming in the afternoon sun. Custom bikes lined the parking lot like mechanical predators, and the sound of classic rock poured from the open bay doors.

Melanie parked across the street, adjusting her earpiece as she watched three men in leather vests work on a massive black Harley. Sin City MC patches decorated their backs—the club Stephenson had been complaining about for months.

"Unit 47 in position," she reported, though she suspected no one was listening who gave a damn about her safety.

"Copy that, Collins." Forester's voice crackled through the radio. "Suspects should be arriving shortly for the exchange."

Like hell they were.

Melanie settled in to wait, her hand resting on her weapon as she watched the clock tick toward what felt like inevitable disaster. Whatever Stephenson had planned, it was about to go down.

And she was the only thing standing between these bikers and a world of hurt they didn't deserve.

The radio crackled again. "All units, suspects are en route. Remember—these are dangerous individuals with military training. Do not hesitate to use force."

Military training. Melanie's research had told her the same thing—Sin City MC was founded by veterans, men who'd served their country and come home to find the system didn't give a damn about their sacrifices.

Men like her father.

She was about to watch dirty cops destroy them for refusing to pay tribute to Stephenson's criminal empire.

Unless she found a way to stop it.

The sound of motorcycle engines rumbled in the distance, growing closer by the second.
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The gavel hit the table with a sharp crack that echoed through the Sin City MC clubhouse. Matt "Boxcar" Jackson straightened in his chair, watching Jackpot's face settle into the stone-cold mask that meant serious business.

"Church is in session," the president announced, his blue eyes scanning the brotherhood gathered around the scarred wooden table. "We got problems, brothers. The kind that need handling."

Boxcar's jaw tightened. He'd been expecting this conversation ever since Deuce had reported the increased police harassment. Three bogus traffic stops in two weeks, all targeting patched members during routine runs.

"Lay it out, Prez," Roller rumbled from his position at Jackpot's right hand. The massive sergeant-at-arms looked ready to start breaking things, which wasn't unusual but felt more justified than normal.

Jackpot leaned forward, his tattooed hands flat on the table. "Captain Roy Stephenson thinks Sin City MC should be paying tribute. Protection money to keep LVMPD off our backs."

The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. Boxcar felt his brothers' fury like a living thing, coiled and ready to strike.

"Motherfucker wants us to pay him?" Joker's voice carried none of his usual humor. "For what? The privilege of getting hassled by his corrupt crew?"

"Gets better," Jackpot continued, his tone deadly calm. "Stephenson's been making rounds to all the businesses in our territory. Romano's Italian Kitchen. Miguel's Auto Repair. Chen's Electronics. Every legitimate shop that employs our families or serves our community."

Boxcar's hands clenched into fists. "How much is he asking for?"

"Five hundred a month, minimum. More if you don't pay on time." Jackpot's smile held no warmth. "And if you refuse? Sudden health code violations. Fire inspections that find mysterious problems. Response times that stretch when you need help."

"Classic protection racket," Deuce observed, adjusting his wire-rim glasses. "Hiding behind badges makes it harder to handle the traditional way."

"Harder, not impossible," Lucky muttered, his pale blue eyes reflecting the kind of cold calculation that had kept him alive through seven IED explosions in Afghanistan.

Boxcar studied his brothers' faces, reading the fury and determination written there. These men had served their country with honor, only to come home and find the system they'd bled for was rotten at the core.

"What's Stephenson's timeline?" he asked.

"Gave us until Friday to decide." Jackpot's fingers drummed against the table. "That's three days to either bend the knee or prepare for war."

"Vote," Roller demanded. "All in favor of telling this badge-wearing piece of shit where he can shove his protection money."

Every hand in the room shot up without hesitation.

Boxcar felt pride swell in his chest. This was why he'd chosen Sin City MC over the military police career that had crumbled beneath him. Here, integrity mattered more than politics. Here, brothers had your back when the system failed.

"Unanimous," Jackpot declared. "We don't pay tribute to corrupt cops. Never have, never will."

"So what's the plan?" Flush asked, his gray eyes sharp with anticipation. "Stephenson's not going to take rejection well."

Jackpot turned to Boxcar. "Road Captain, what's your assessment?"

Boxcar had been thinking about this since the harassment started. "Stephenson's smart enough to use his authority systematically. He'll target our runs first—claim probable cause for searches, plant evidence if he has to. Then he'll escalate to our businesses, our families."

"Can we handle it legally?" Joker asked.

"Against regular cops? Maybe. Against dirty cops with the whole department covering for them?" Boxcar shook his head. "The system protects its own, even when they're criminals."

"Then we handle it our way," Lucky said quietly.

Jackpot nodded slowly. "Agreed. But we do this smart. No unnecessary exposure, no collateral damage. Stephenson and his crew have made themselves military targets by threatening our brotherhood."

"Rules of engagement?" Deuce asked.

"Defensive posture until Friday," Jackpot decided. "Stephenson gets his answer then. After that, we protect what's ours."

Boxcar felt the familiar weight of responsibility settle on his shoulders. As road captain, keeping the brotherhood safe during rides and runs was his primary duty. But this went beyond normal security protocols.

"I'll coordinate route planning with enhanced security measures," he said. "No solo rides until this is resolved. Minimum two-man teams for any club business."

"Good." Jackpot's approval carried the weight of years of shared combat and brotherhood. "Anything else?"

"Yeah." Roller leaned back in his chair, his scarred face grim. "Stephenson's threatening our families. Our businesses. Our way of life. When this goes kinetic, we end it permanently."

Murmurs of agreement rippled around the table.

"Church closed," Jackpot announced, bringing the gavel down again.

As his brothers filed out, discussing security arrangements and contingency plans, Boxcar remained seated. His mind was already working through tactical scenarios, escape routes, and defensive positions.

Stephenson had made a fatal mistake. He'd declared war on men who'd survived Afghanistan, Iraq, and every hellhole the military had sent them to. Men who'd learned that sometimes violence was the only language bullies understood.

Lucky paused beside Boxcar's chair. "You thinking what I'm thinking?"

"That Stephenson has no idea what he's started?" Boxcar's smile was cold as winter steel. "Yeah. I'm thinking that."

"Good." Lucky's scarred hand gripped Boxcar's shoulder. "Because when this kicks off, it's going to get messy fast."

Boxcar nodded, watching through the clubhouse windows as his brothers mounted their bikes and prepared to ride. Each man was a lethal weapon disguised as a civilian, forged in combat and tempered by brotherhood.

Stephenson wanted to play games with Sin City MC?

He was about to learn why that was a mistake he'd only make once.

The rumble of Harley engines filled the air as the brotherhood rolled out, riding in tight formation with practiced precision. Boxcar remained behind to coordinate security protocols, but his mind was already shifting to operational mode.

Three days until Friday. Three days to prepare for war.

It was going to be enough.
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