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The first speedboat cut across the bow of the Sea Angel like a shark testing its prey.

Captain Rosa Delgado tightened her grip on the wheel, her knuckles white against the polished chrome. Twenty-two years running charter tours in these waters, and she'd never seen anything like the coordinated approach of three high-powered boats closing in on her position. Her six tourists—a retired couple from Ohio and a family with two kids—pressed against the starboard rail, cameras forgotten as the sleek vessels surrounded them.

"Captain, what's happening?" The mother pulled her children closer, fear creeping into her voice.

"Stay calm." Rosa's training kicked in, steady and professional despite the ice forming in her stomach. "Probably just Coast Guard."

But she knew it wasn't. The boats bore no official markings, and the men aboard wore street clothes instead of uniforms. As the lead vessel pulled alongside, Rosa caught sight of automatic weapons held casually but visibly.

A man in his forties jumped aboard the Sea Angel with practiced ease, his expensive boat shoes landing silently on her deck. Dark hair slicked back, designer sunglasses, and a smile that never reached his eyes. Two more men followed, flanking him with the casual confidence of predators who'd done this before.

"Captain Delgado." His voice carried a slight accent, cultured and dangerous. "I'm Vincent Morales. We need to talk."

Rosa kept her hands visible, aware of her passengers' terror radiating behind her. "About what?"

"Your business." Morales moved closer, invading her space with deliberate intimidation. "These are prime routes you run. Good cover for other... activities. We'd like to partner with you."

"I run a legitimate charter service."

"Of course you do." His smile widened, predatory. "And you'll keep running it. Just with some additional cargo on certain trips. Very lucrative for everyone involved."

The family's youngest child whimpered. Rosa felt fury building beneath her fear—these bastards were threatening her livelihood in front of innocent people, turning her boat into a weapon against everything her father had built.

"Not interested."

Morales tilted his head, studying her like she was an interesting specimen. "I don't think you understand. This isn't a request. Every charter operation from Key West to Fort Lauderdale is part of our network now. The ones that refused..." He shrugged. "Well, there aren't any that refused. Except you."

"Then I'll be the first." Rosa stepped back toward the radio, calculating distances and escape routes. "And I'll be reporting this conversation to—"

"To who?" Morales laughed, a sound like breaking glass. "The Coast Guard who take our money? The marina officials on our payroll? The police who look the other way when our boats need repairs?"

One of his men moved toward the tourists, and Rosa's blood turned to liquid fire. "Don't."

"Cooperation would be much easier," Morales continued, ignoring her warning. "Your routes, our cargo. Your dock space, our operations. Your family's safety..." He let the threat hang in the salt air. "Your choice, Captain."

Rosa's hand found the radio. "This is the Sea Angel requesting immediate Coast Guard assistance. Position—"

The radio exploded in a shower of sparks and plastic as one of Morales' men put a bullet through it. The tourists screamed, the children crying as their parents tried to shield them.

"Now that was unnecessary," Morales said, his voice disappointed. "You're making this difficult for everyone."

"Get off my boat."

"I'll be in touch, Captain. Think about our offer. Think about your sister Maria, how she works late at your office. Think about how isolated that dock gets after dark." He signaled his men, and they retreated to their speedboat with military precision. "We'll give you forty-eight hours to reconsider. After that..."

He didn't need to finish the threat.

The speedboats roared away, leaving the Sea Angel rocking in their wake. Rosa forced herself to project calm as she guided her shaken passengers back to the marina, apologizing for the "mechanical failure" with the radio and offering full refunds along with vouchers for future trips she wasn't sure she'd be alive to honor.

By the time she'd docked and seen the tourists safely to their cars, the sun was setting over the Everglades. Rosa sat alone in her boat, hands trembling as she tried to process what had just happened. Forty-eight hours. Her father's charter business—twenty-five years of honest work—threatened by criminals who wanted to turn her into their accomplice.

She thought about Maria, barely twenty-two and full of dreams about expanding their eco-tourism operation. About the other charter captains who'd "partnered" with Morales or simply disappeared. About having nowhere to turn in a system apparently bought and paid for by smugglers.

The sound of motorcycle engines cut through her spiraling thoughts.

Rosa looked up to see three riders approaching her dock, their Harleys rumbling like controlled thunder. The lead rider wore a black leather jacket with patches she couldn't make out in the gathering darkness, but something about his posture—predatory, alert, dangerous—made her pulse quicken.

He dismounted with fluid grace, removing his helmet to reveal dark hair and sharp features that belonged on a Renaissance sculpture. Tall, broad-shouldered, moving with the controlled violence of a man who'd killed and would kill again. His eyes found hers across the dock, and Rosa felt something electric shoot through her veins.

"Rosa Delgado?"

His voice was rough whiskey and smoke, the kind that made smart women do stupid things. Rosa stood slowly, very aware she was alone on an isolated dock with three dangerous-looking men.

"Depends who's asking."

"Marcus Lowe. Vice President, Gator Kings MC." He stepped onto her boat without invitation, and Rosa realized she wasn't afraid. She should be—he was twice her size and radiating menace like heat—but instead she felt something like relief. "Heard you had some trouble today."

"How did you—"

The explosion cut off her question.

Rosa's dock office erupted in flames, the building she'd worked in since she was sixteen consumed by fire in seconds. The blast knocked her backward, and strong arms caught her against a chest like steel.

"Guess they didn't want to wait forty-eight hours," Gator said, his voice deadly calm despite the chaos. His arms tightened around her, possessive and protective. "You hurt?"

"No, I..." Rosa stared at the flames devouring everything her family had built. "They said they'd give me time to think."

"Looks like they thought for you." Gator released her but stayed close, his presence solid and reassuring as her world burned. "Pack whatever you need from the boat. You're coming with us."

"I can't just—"

"Lady, you've got about three minutes before those speedboats come back to finish the job." His eyes locked on hers, dark and absolutely certain. "You want to keep breathing, you come with us. Now."

Rosa looked at the inferno that had been her office, then at the man offering protection with the casual confidence of someone who'd won wars. Behind him, his two brothers sat their bikes like cavalry waiting for orders, engines rumbling impatiently.

"My sister—"

"Already safe. We picked her up twenty minutes ago." Gator moved to her wheelhouse, grabbing her emergency bag and charts with efficient precision. "Gator Kings don't leave family unprotected."

The sound of speedboat engines echoed across the water, growing closer. Rosa's decision crystallized with brutal clarity—stay and die, or trust the dangerous man who'd appeared like some leather-clad avenging angel when she needed salvation most.

"Let's go."

Gator smiled, the expression transforming his face from merely dangerous to absolutely devastating. "Smart girl. Hold tight."

He swept her onto his Harley behind him, Rosa's arms automatically circling his waist as the engine roared to life. The leather of his jacket was soft against her cheek, and she could feel the controlled power in his body as he guided them away from the dock.

Behind them, her boat exploded.

The Sea Angel disappeared in a fireball that lit up the night sky, taking twenty-two years of her father's legacy with it. Rosa pressed her face against Gator's back, breathing in leather and danger and something indefinably male as they roared through the Florida darkness.

She'd just lost everything.

And somehow, wrapped around a man she'd known for five minutes, she felt safer than she had in months.

The Harley's engine vibrated through her bones as they hit the highway, Gator's body solid and warm between her thighs. Rosa closed her eyes and held on, trusting her life to a stranger with patches and scars and eyes that promised violence to anyone who threatened what was his.

She was about to find out exactly what that meant.
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The Gator Kings compound rose from the Everglades darkness like a fortress built for war.

Gator guided his Harley through the security checkpoint, nodding to the prospects manning the gates. Rosa's arms tightened around his waist as they rolled past razor wire and motion sensors, her body pressed against his back in a way that made his blood run hot despite the circumstances.

She'd lost everything tonight. Her business, her boat, nearly her life. But the way she'd stood up to those bastards on her dock, refusing to back down even with guns pointed at her passengers—that took steel. The kind of backbone that earned respect in his world.

The kind of woman who could handle what he was.

Gator parked near the main clubhouse, a converted ranger station that had been transformed into the heart of their operation. Warm light spilled from the windows, and the familiar sounds of brotherhood drifted across the night air—laughter, the click of pool balls, the low rumble of conversation among men who'd bled together.

Rosa slid off the bike, her legs unsteady after the adrenaline crash. Gator caught her elbow, steadying her, and felt the electric jolt that shot through his system at the contact. She looked up at him, her dark eyes wide with shock and something else—gratitude mixed with awareness that made his chest tighten.

"This is home base," he said, keeping his voice gentle despite the possessive urge to pull her closer. "You're safe here."

"My sister—"

"Inside with Swamp's old lady. Isabella's good people. She'll take care of Maria while we figure out our next move." Gator guided her toward the clubhouse, his hand on the small of her back. The touch was casual, protective, but he felt her shiver under his palm. "Come on. Time you met the brotherhood."

The clubhouse door swung open before they reached it, revealing Tommy "Sawgrass" Goggins with his perpetual grin and sun-weathered face. The former ranger had been with the club since the beginning, and his easy manner helped put civilians at ease.

"Well, well. The famous Captain Delgado." Tommy's smile faltered as he took in Rosa's soot-stained clothes and shell-shocked expression. "Heard you had a hell of a night."

"That's putting it mildly," Rosa said, her voice steady despite everything she'd been through. Gator felt approval warm his chest—she wasn't breaking down, wasn't demanding explanations or crying about her losses. She was adapting, assessing, staying strong.

The main room of the clubhouse buzzed with activity. Brothers clustered around the bar and pool table, their conversation dying as Gator led Rosa inside. She straightened under their scrutiny, and Gator felt a surge of pride at her courage. These men had seen plenty of civilians crack under pressure, but Rosa held her ground with quiet dignity.

"Brothers," Gator called out, his voice carrying the authority of his position. "This is Rosa Delgado. The charter captain who told Morales to go fuck himself."

A rumble of approval went through the room. In their world, standing up to criminals earned instant respect, especially when it came at personal cost.

Carlos "Swamp" Castellanos emerged from the back office, his presidential patch catching the light. The club's leader moved with the controlled grace of a man comfortable with command, his dark eyes assessing Rosa with professional interest.

"Ms. Delgado. Sorry about your boat." Swamp's voice carried genuine sympathy along with underlying steel. "Morales has been systematically taking over maritime operations throughout South Florida. You're the first captain to refuse his... partnership."

"And look how that worked out," Rosa said, gesturing to her ruined clothes. "My father spent twenty-five years building that business. These bastards destroyed it in one night."

"Because you wouldn't let them turn it into a drug highway," Gator said, moving closer to her. He could smell her shampoo—something clean and feminine that made him want to bury his face in her hair. "That took guts."

Devon "Python" Jackson looked up from his beer, the former park enforcement officer's expression grim. "Morales isn't just targeting boat captains. He's building a network. Legitimate businesses as fronts, corrupted officials providing protection, elimination of anyone who won't cooperate."

"How many others?" Rosa asked.

"Twelve charter operations between here and the Keys," Swamp replied. "All either working for his network now or..." He shrugged. "No longer operating."

Rosa's face went pale. "Dead?"

"Some. Others just disappeared. Families relocated, businesses sold to shell companies." Gator stepped closer, drawn by the need to comfort her. "The ones who tried to fight alone didn't make it."

"But I'm not alone now, am I?" Rosa looked around the room, taking in the patches, the weapons, the hard faces of men who'd chosen outlaw justice over legal failure. "That's what this is about. Protection."

"Partnership," Gator corrected, his voice rough. "We don't just protect. We eliminate threats. Permanently."

Something flickered in Rosa's eyes—not fear, but calculation. She was measuring them, deciding if she could trust men who operated outside the law. Gator held his breath, waiting for her verdict.

"What do you want in return?"

"Intelligence," Swamp said immediately. "You know these waters, the legitimate operators, the patterns Morales is using. Help us map his network."

"And after we burn it down?" Gator asked, his eyes locked on Rosa's face. "You keep running charters. Clean business, club protection. Nobody touches what's ours."

The possessive edge in his voice made Rosa's breath catch. Gator saw her pulse jump at the base of her throat, and satisfaction curled through him. She was responding to his dominance, recognizing the strength that could keep her safe.

"What about my sister?"

"Protected," Gator said immediately. "Both of you. Always."

Isabella Cruz-Castellanos appeared from the back hallway, her medical training evident in the way she assessed Rosa's condition. The club president's old lady had a presence that commanded respect, and her slight pregnancy bump spoke of new life flourishing under Gator Kings protection.

"Maria's in the guest cabin, sleeping off the shock," Isabella said, her voice professionally calm. "She's tough, like her sister. But she'll need time to process what happened."

Rosa nodded, relief evident in her posture. "Thank you. For getting her out."

"Family protects family," Isabella replied simply. "And you're family now."

The words hung in the air, heavy with meaning. Rosa looked around the room again, seeing the brotherhood that had claimed her, the dangerous men who'd made her survival their responsibility.

"I need to understand what I'm getting into," she said finally. "This network—how extensive is it?"

Cypress looked up from his laptop, the former environmental lawyer's expression grim. "Based on what we've tracked, Morales has corrupted at least twenty legitimate businesses from Miami to Tampa. Charter boats, fishing operations, marina facilities. All providing cover for drug shipments from Central America."

"The Coast Guard—"

"Bought," Python said flatly. "At least three sector commanders on payroll, probably more. Local police departments, harbor masters, even some federal agents."

Rosa absorbed this, her lawyer's mind processing the scope of corruption. "So legal channels are useless."

"Worse than useless," Python said flatly. "Report to the wrong person, and you end up like Captain Kolten in Key Largo. Boat fire, no survivors, case closed."

The room fell silent as the weight of that settled over Rosa. She was truly alone except for the outlaws who'd claimed her protection, the dangerous men who operated by their own code of justice.

"What's the plan?" she asked, her voice steady.

Gator felt something fierce and hot expand in his chest. No tears, no panic, no demands to involve authorities she now knew were compromised. Just cold assessment and readiness to fight back.

His kind of woman.

"First, we secure intelligence on Morales' maritime operations," Swamp said. "You know these waters, the legitimate captains who might be forced into cooperation, the patterns and routes they'd use for smuggling."

"I can give you that," Rosa replied immediately. "But what about the other boat captains? The ones being coerced?"

"We give them a choice," Gator said, his voice carrying deadly promise. "Stand with us, or keep working for the network. But nobody gets to claim they were just following orders when children are dying from the drugs they're moving."

Rosa studied his face, seeing the uncompromising violence beneath his protective instincts. "And Morales?"

"Dies," Gator said simply. "Along with every enforcer, lieutenant, and facilitator in his organization. We don't arrest criminals, sweetheart. We eliminate them."

The endearment slipped out naturally, and Gator saw Rosa's eyes widen slightly. Color rose in her cheeks, but she didn't protest the familiarity. If anything, she moved closer to him, drawn by the strength and certainty he projected.

"How long will this take?"

"Depends on how fast we can map their operations and identify key players," Cypress said. "With your knowledge of the maritime side, maybe two weeks to gather intelligence. Another week to execute."

"And during that time?"

"You stay here," Gator said, his tone brooking no argument. "Under club protection. Both of you."
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