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Kelly O'Brien's knuckles were still bleeding when she noticed the envelope.

She'd been patching the smashed front window of her gym for the past hour, her scarred hands steady despite the rage burning through her chest. Third time in two weeks some asshole had put a brick through the glass, and this time they'd spray-painted "LAST WARNING" across her carefully maintained mats in letters three feet high.

The chemical stink of the paint made her eyes water as she worked, but she refused to let it show. Her evening self-defense class started in forty minutes, and the last thing those women needed was to walk into a crime scene. They came to O'Brien's Gym to learn they didn't have to be victims. Kelly would chew glass before she proved otherwise.

The envelope was tucked under the brick that had done the damage, cream-colored paper that probably cost more than her monthly electric bill. She wiped her bloody knuckles on her tank top and tore it open with her teeth.

The letterhead made her want to spit.

Stark Development LLC. Professional logo. Address in one of those Miami high-rises where parking cost more than her rent. The message was printed in elegant font that somehow managed to sound like a threat.

Ms. O'Brien,

This property has been identified as essential to our Riverside Luxury Living development project. Previous offers have been more than generous. Your continued refusal to negotiate reasonably is forcing unfortunate escalation.

Final offer: $400,000, closing within 30 days. Alternative outcomes will be significantly less pleasant for all parties.

Victor Stark
CEO, Stark Development LLC
Kelly read it twice, her jaw clenching harder each time. Four hundred thousand sounded like a fortune until you factored in what it cost to build what she'd built here. Five years of twelve-hour days, blood equity, and reputation. Women who'd survived hell itself came through her doors because they knew O'Brien's Gym was a place where they'd learn to hit back.

She'd opened this place with her last Golden Gloves winnings and a loan from a bank that thought she was crazy. Spent her first year teaching classes for free just to build trust with women who'd learned the hard way that most people didn't give a damn about their safety. Now she had forty regular students, six advanced fighters training for amateur bouts, and a waiting list three months long.

Stark could take his four hundred thousand and choke on it.

Kelly crumpled the letter and drop-kicked it into the corner with enough force to express her opinion clearly. The motion pulled at muscles still sore from yesterday's sparring session, a reminder that she wasn't twenty-five anymore. Wasn't the Kelly O'Brien who'd gone twelve rounds with split knuckles and a broken nose, too concussed to remember the last three rounds but too stubborn to stay down.

She'd retired at thirty after one too many hits scrambled her short-term memory badly enough that her trainer wouldn't let her back in the ring. Some days her hands still trembled from the accumulated damage. Most days she was fine with the trade—she'd traded her own fighting career for the chance to teach other women how to defend themselves.

Worth it. Every damn time.

The first students started arriving as Kelly finished taping cardboard over the broken window. Maria Delgado came in first, a single mother with cigarette burn scars on her arms who'd put her ex-husband in the hospital last month when he'd tried to break into her apartment. She took one look at the damage and her expression went hard.

"Same people?" Maria asked, dropping her gym bag with deliberate calm.

"Same people," Kelly confirmed, yanking the spray-painted mats toward the storage room. "Help me get these out of here before the others arrive."

They worked in efficient silence, the kind of partnership built over two years of training together. Maria had shown up at O'Brien's Gym three years ago barely able to make eye contact, flinching at sudden movements. Now she moved with the confidence of someone who knew exactly how much damage she could do if necessary.

By the time the rest of the class filtered in, the gym looked almost normal. Kelly taught her usual session—basic striking, defensive positions, the kind of practical self-defense that worked when some asshole cornered you in a parking lot. She focused on the work, letting the familiar rhythm of instruction push away the rage simmering under her skin.

The class was wrapping up when she noticed the black SUV idling across the street.

Kelly kept teaching, but her attention split between correcting her students' form and tracking the vehicle through the window. Tinted windows. No plates visible from this angle. Engine running for the past twenty minutes while her class finished.

Not subtle. Not trying to be.

She dismissed the class with her usual reminders about practice and situational awareness, watching as the women filed out to their cars. The SUV didn't move. Kelly waited until the last student drove away before she locked the front door and headed for the back exit where her beat-up Honda waited in the employee lot.

The two men were waiting by her car.

Kelly stopped ten feet away, assessing them with the instincts she'd honed in the ring. Both had that ex-military bearing that screamed private security—good posture, expensive tactical gear under cheap jackets, hands positioned for quick weapon access. The bigger one had a face like a concrete block and eyes that had seen violence up close. His partner was leaner, meaner, with the kind of smile that promised he enjoyed his work too much.

"Kelly O'Brien?" Concrete Block asked, his voice flat and professional.

"Who's asking?" Kelly kept her weight balanced, ready to move in any direction. Her keys were in her left hand, positioned between her fingers like improvised brass knuckles. Old habit.

"Mr. Stark sent us to discuss your property situation." Concrete Block pulled out a business card and held it up without moving closer. "He's concerned you didn't understand the urgency of his final offer."

"I understood it fine," Kelly said. "I also understood where he could shove it."

Mean Smile laughed, a sound with no humor in it. "See, that's the attitude causing problems. Mr. Stark's being generous. He doesn't have to be."

"Brick through my window every few days?" Kelly's voice stayed level despite the adrenaline dumping into her bloodstream. "That's generous where you come from?"

"That's a preview," Concrete Block said. "Mr. Stark wanted us to clarify what happens if you keep being unreasonable. Accidents can happen to businesses. Equipment fails. Sometimes buildings have structural problems that make them unsafe."

He paused, letting the threat hang in the humid Florida air.

"Sometimes people who own those buildings have accidents too. Falls. Car crashes. Lot of dangerous things out there for someone without protection."

Kelly felt the familiar pre-fight calm settle over her, the cold clarity that had carried her through twelve professional bouts and more street fights than she could count. These men thought they were scary. Thought standing in her parking lot making threats would make her fold.

They had no idea who they were fucking with.

"You go back to your boss," Kelly said, her voice dropping into the register that made smart people nervous, "and you tell him Kelly O'Brien doesn't scare. Tell him I said he can take his four hundred thousand, his luxury development, and his bargain-basement thugs, and shove all of it straight up his entitled ass."

Mean Smile's expression shifted from amusement to something uglier. He started to move forward.

The roar of a motorcycle engine cut through the night.

A single headlight swept across the parking lot as a beat-up Harley Davidson rolled in fast, the rider moving with casual confidence that suggested he knew exactly what he was interrupting. He pulled up between Kelly and the two men, killing the engine but leaving the bike between them like a steel barrier.

The rider swung off his bike and pulled off his helmet in one smooth motion. Sandy brown hair, weathered face, permanent grease stains under his fingernails. He was lean and wiry, with the kind of build that spoke to strength earned through hard work rather than gym time. When he moved, Kelly caught the faint mechanical sound of his left leg—prosthetic, and a good one.

"Evening," the stranger said, his voice carrying easy authority despite the relaxed posture. "You boys lost?"

Concrete Block's expression went careful. "Private conversation. Move along."

"Don't think so." The stranger's smile was friendly in a way that somehow made it more dangerous. "Lady looks like she's done talking, and you two look like you're not smart enough to take a hint."

"You want to be part of this?" Mean Smile's hand drifted toward his jacket.

"Already am." The stranger's tone didn't change, but something in his stance did. "Question is whether you two want to be part of what comes next."

Kelly watched the standoff with professional appreciation. The stranger wasn't trying to play hero—he was positioning himself tactically, using his bike and body to create angles that made it harder for the two men to coordinate. Smart. Military training, maybe, or extensive real-world experience that taught lessons the hard way.

Also, objectively hot in that weathered, competent way that Kelly had always been a sucker for.

Concrete Block studied the stranger for a long moment, clearly running calculations. Whatever he saw made him decide against escalation.

"We'll tell Mr. Stark you need more time to reconsider," he said to Kelly, his tone making it clear this wasn't mercy. "Think about what happens to people who waste his patience."

The two men walked back to their SUV with measured steps that suggested retreat but not defeat. The engine started, and they pulled away slowly enough to make it clear they weren't scared—just strategically withdrawing.

Kelly waited until the taillights disappeared before she turned her full attention to her unexpected backup.

"Thanks for the assist," she said, meaning it. "But I had it handled."

The stranger's grin was crooked and genuine. "Figured you did. Two on one's just bad math, though. Seemed unfair to let them keep the numbers advantage."

Kelly found herself smiling despite the adrenaline still buzzing through her system. "Kelly O'Brien."

"Pete Carlson." He offered his hand, grease-stained and calloused. "Most people call me Roadkill."

She took his hand, noting the strong grip and the complete lack of hesitation about the grease. "That's a hell of a nickname."

"Crawled out of an explosion in Afghanistan looking like roadkill," Roadkill said with the kind of dark humor that suggested he'd made peace with the trauma. "Name stuck."

"Golden Gloves boxer who retired after fighting one round too concussed to remember," Kelly countered. "We've all got our damage."

Roadkill's expression shifted slightly, recognition and respect mixing together. "You're that Kelly O'Brien. Saw you fight in Miami six years ago. You put that woman down in the eighth round after she broke your nose in the third. Vicious combination to the body."

"Good memory," Kelly said, surprised and oddly pleased that he knew her history. "You follow boxing?"

"I follow people who don't quit when they should." Roadkill's tone carried weight that suggested he understood the principle personally. "Those two coming back?"

"Probably." Kelly pulled out her keys and unlocked her Honda, old instincts telling her to get moving before the situation evolved. "They work for some developer who wants my property. Been escalating for two weeks."

"Victor Stark," Roadkill said, and something in his voice suggested he knew more than he was saying. "Heard about his project. He's not the backing-down type."

Kelly studied him with renewed interest. "You know him?"

"Know of him." Roadkill's expression went carefully neutral. "Got friends who keep track of people causing problems in the area. Stark's been on the radar."

"Friends?" Kelly's instincts prickled. She recognized evasion when she heard it.

"The kind who don't like it when people threaten local businesses." Roadkill met her eyes directly, and Kelly saw the assessment happening. "The kind who handle problems that need handling."

Understanding clicked into place. Kelly had lived in South Florida long enough to know about the Gator Kings MC—everyone did. They kept their business quiet, but their reputation was clear. You didn't cross them. You especially didn't threaten people under their protection.

"You're with the club," Kelly said, statement not question.

"Just got back after four years on the road," Roadkill confirmed. "Swamp—our president—mentioned Stark's development project at a meeting tonight. Your gym's right in the middle of his target zone."

"And you decided to play bodyguard?" Kelly wasn't sure if she should be grateful or annoyed. She'd spent five years proving she didn't need anyone's protection.

"Decided to make sure a fighter with your record got fair odds," Roadkill corrected, his tone suggesting he understood the distinction. "You want to tell those assholes to fuck off yourself, that's your right. You want backup that evens the numbers, I'm offering."

Kelly considered him for a long moment. She'd built O'Brien's Gym on the principle that women deserved to fight their own battles. But she'd also learned the hard way that there was a difference between independence and stupidity. Stark had money, connections, and professional muscle. She had a mortgage, a broken nose that had healed crooked, and hands that trembled on bad days.

Sometimes fair odds required backup.

"I'm not looking for someone to fight my battles," Kelly said carefully.

"Good," Roadkill said. "Because I'm not offering to fight them for you. Just offering to stand next to you when you fight them yourself."

The distinction mattered. Kelly felt something shift in her chest, recognition meeting respect.

"Stark's not going to back down," she said. "This is going to get uglier before it's done."

Roadkill's grin was sharp and dangerous and entirely too attractive. "Lady, I specialize in ugly. Question is whether you're ready for what ugly looks like when the Gator Kings get involved."

Kelly thought about her gym, her students, and five years of blood equity that some entitled asshole thought he could buy with threats and broken windows. Thought about Maria Delgado's cigarette burn scars and the forty other women who came through her doors looking for the strength to fight back.

She'd retired from boxing because her brain couldn't take more damage. Didn't mean she'd forgotten how to throw a punch when it mattered.

"Tell your president I'm interested in a conversation," Kelly said, making the decision that would change everything.

Roadkill's expression shifted into something that looked like approval mixed with anticipation. "I'll let him know. Meanwhile, you should probably not be alone until we figure out Stark's next move."

"I can handle myself," Kelly said automatically.

"I know." Roadkill's tone carried certainty that felt earned rather than patronizing. "But handling yourself gets a lot easier when there's someone watching your back who knows what's coming."

Kelly wanted to argue. Wanted to prove she didn't need anyone's help. But she'd also spent five years teaching women that asking for backup wasn't weakness—it was tactical intelligence.

"One condition," she said. "I'm not some damsel you're rescuing. We're partners in this, or we're nothing."

"Wouldn't want it any other way," Roadkill said, and Kelly believed him.

They stood in her parking lot while the Florida night pressed humid and heavy around them, and Kelly felt the first stirrings of something dangerous mixing with the adrenaline still singing through her blood. Roadkill Carlson looked at her like he saw the fighter underneath the gym owner, the woman who'd gone twelve rounds with a broken nose and refused to quit.

Most men were intimidated by her damage. Roadkill looked at her like it made her interesting.

"Follow me to the compound," Roadkill said, swinging back onto his bike with practiced ease despite the prosthetic leg. "Swamp'll want to hear this directly from you."

Kelly should have said no. Should have gone home, locked her doors, and figured this out on her own like she'd figured out everything else in her life. But Stark's threats hung in her mind, and she thought about what happened to women who tried to fight battles alone against men with money and violence.

She'd taught enough survivors to know how that story usually ended.

"Lead the way," Kelly said, and fired up her Honda's engine.

Roadkill's grin flashed in the parking lot lights before he pulled his helmet back on. The Harley roared to life, and Kelly followed him out into the South Florida night, heading toward the Gator Kings' compound and whatever came next.

Behind them, O'Brien's Gym sat dark and damaged, cardboard taped over broken glass and spray paint still stinking on the mats. But Kelly didn't look back. She'd learned in the ring that hesitation got you hurt.

When you decided to fight, you committed everything and didn't look back until it was finished.

She accelerated after Roadkill's taillights, following a stranger toward an MC compound, and felt something that might have been fear or might have been anticipation burning in her chest.

Either way, Victor Stark was about to learn that Kelly O'Brien didn't scare, didn't quit, and absolutely didn't back down when some entitled asshole thought money bought the right to destroy what she'd built.

He wanted ugly? She'd show him what ugly looked like when you picked a fight with a woman who had nothing left to lose and just found allies who played for keeps.
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Roadkill had been back at the Gator Kings compound for exactly six hours when he realized he'd stopped feeling like a visitor.

Four years on the road, drifting between MC chapters from Texas to Carolina, fixing bikes and building custom equipment for clubs that appreciated his skills but never asked him to stay. He'd convinced himself that was what he wanted—the freedom to move on before anyone noticed he was damaged goods, before they figured out the guy with the prosthetic leg wasn't worth the investment of permanence.

Then Swamp Castellanos had tracked him down in Pensacola three weeks ago with an offer that sounded too good to be real. The Gator Kings needed a dedicated mechanic who could handle custom builds and defensive modifications. They had a fully equipped workshop, steady income from legitimate businesses, and a brotherhood that actually gave a damn about each other.

Roadkill had accepted before his better judgment could talk him out of it.

Now he stood in his new workshop—his workshop, not borrowed space in someone else's compound—with tools he'd collected over fifteen years of building bikes and equipment from whatever materials he could scrounge. The space was twice the size of anywhere he'd worked before, with proper ventilation, industrial lighting, and enough room to handle three bikes simultaneously.

It felt like home in a way that terrified him.

The compound itself sprawled across protected Everglades territory, a collection of cabins and common buildings that housed the brotherhood and their families. Roadkill's cabin was small but private, close enough to the workshop that he could roll out of bed and be at his workbench in under two minutes. The proximity felt intentional, like Swamp understood that Roadkill's real home would always be wherever he could work with his hands.

Roadkill was organizing his tool collection when Python Jackson appeared in the workshop doorway. The Sergeant at Arms moved with the kind of silence that came from years of park enforcement turned MC discipline, his presence filling the space without needing to announce itself.

"Swamp wants everyone at the main house," Python said, his voice carrying the authority that came with his patch. "Got intel about that development project he mentioned earlier."

Roadkill straightened from the toolbox he'd been unpacking, reading the tension in Python's posture. "The Stark situation?"

"Yeah." Python's expression went harder. "Turns out it's escalating faster than we thought. Swamp wants to coordinate our response before civilians get caught in the crossfire."

Roadkill grabbed his cut from where it hung on a hook near the door, shrugging into the worn leather that marked him as a patched member of the Gator Kings. The weight of it still felt significant, a declaration that he belonged somewhere after years of being the temporary guy nobody invested in.

They walked toward the main house in comfortable silence, the kind that only existed between men who'd both seen enough violence to know words weren't always necessary. The compound was quiet in the early evening, most of the brotherhood gathered for the meeting Swamp had called.

The main house served as headquarters for the club's legitimate operations and meeting space for decisions that affected the whole brotherhood. Roadkill had been inside exactly once since his return, the night Swamp had formally welcomed him back and explained the club's evolution from pure outlaw operation to something more complex.

The Gator Kings ran conservation operations, security consulting, and maritime businesses that generated legitimate income while maintaining the criminal edge that made them dangerous. They protected local businesses, handled threats that required permanent solutions, and built a network of professionals who contributed specialized skills to the brotherhood's operations.

It was exactly the kind of setup Roadkill had been looking for without admitting he wanted roots.

Inside, the brotherhood was already gathering. Gator Lowe, the Vice President, stood near the windows with his trademark intensity. Cypress Torres, the Treasurer, had files spread across the table with the methodical organization that made him invaluable for financial operations. Sawgrass Goggins, the Road Captain, was studying a map of South Florida marked with locations Roadkill didn't recognize yet.

The other patched members filed in—Panther Sullivan, Manatee Brooks, Reaper Osborne, Viper McGuire, Hurricane Valencia, Diesel Garrett, Mudslide Williams, Grit Hayes, and Hawkeye Mitchell. Roadkill knew their road names and rough backgrounds, but hadn't yet earned the kind of familiarity that came with shared violence and brotherhood loyalty.

That would come. Everything else had to be earned.

Swamp entered last, moving
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