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The emergency radio crackled to life as Jessi Grant straddled her Harley outside the hospital, and she knew before dispatch finished the address that this was going to be bad.

"All units, structural collapse at seasonal worker housing, County Road 439, multiple casualties reported—"

She didn't wait for more details. Her bike roared to life, and she was already moving, weaving through evening traffic with the kind of aggressive riding that made other paramedics shake their heads. They called her reckless. She called it being first on scene when it mattered.

The setting sun painted the Everglades in shades of orange and gold, but Jessi's focus was locked on the plume of dust rising in the distance. Her medical kit was strapped tight to the bike, her trauma shears clipped to her belt alongside the multitool that had saved more lives than she could count. The rope-burn scars on her forearms tingled—phantom memory of all the times she'd climbed into wreckage to pull someone out.

She hit the dirt access road doing sixty, the bike's suspension eating the potholes as she scanned ahead. The seasonal worker camp sprawled across cleared land, rows of aging trailers and prefab structures that looked like they'd been assembled with the minimum legal requirement and not a nail more. Exactly the kind of place that cut corners.

And corners were cutting back tonight.

The sinkhole had opened up like the earth was hungry. Three trailers sat at crazy angles, their structures twisted and partially swallowed by the collapse. People were screaming, running, trying to pull debris away with their bare hands. No ambulances yet—she'd beaten them by at least five minutes.

Jessi killed the engine and was moving before the bike fully stopped, her boots hitting the ground at a run. Training took over, her mind automatically triaging as she approached. The screaming meant airways—people were breathing, conscious. The real danger was whoever wasn't making noise.

"Anyone trapped?" she called out in Spanish, then English, her voice cutting through the chaos with the kind of authority that made people listen. "Who's still inside?"

A woman grabbed her arm, tears streaming down her face. "Mi hermano—my brother, he's in there, he was sleeping—"

"Which trailer?"

The woman pointed to the blue one tilted at a forty-five-degree angle, half-swallowed by the sinkhole. Its front end was buried in mud and broken earth, the whole structure groaning as it settled deeper.

Fuck.

Jessi yanked her medical kit from the bike and ran toward the collapse, her brain already calculating angles and structural integrity. The trailer was still sinking, dirt and debris sliding down the sinkhole's edges. She had minutes at most before the whole thing went under.

"Someone get a rope!" she shouted, not waiting to see if anyone followed her orders. A handful of workers scrambled to comply, but most were frozen in shock, staring at the disaster like they couldn't process what was happening.

She reached the trailer's edge and peered inside through a shattered window. The interior was chaos—furniture piled against the downward wall, personal belongings scattered everywhere. And there, pinned under a collapsed bunk frame, a man in his twenties struggled to breathe, his chest rising in shallow gasps.

"I'm coming in," Jessi called to him. "Stay still, don't try to move."

She didn't wait for a response. The window frame was already compromised, glass hanging in jagged shards. She used her boot to clear the worst of it, then squeezed through, her lean frame fitting where most people couldn't go. Her hands found purchase on twisted metal, and she lowered herself into the tilting interior.

The trailer groaned around her, settling another inch. Dirt rained from the ceiling where the structure was buckling. She had two minutes, maybe less.

"What's your name?" she asked, already assessing his injuries as she moved toward him. ABC—airway, breathing, circulation. His airway was clear, breathing compromised by the weight on his chest, no obvious external bleeding.

"Carlos," he gasped. "Can't—breathe—"

"I've got you, Carlos. Just hold on."

The bunk frame had him pinned from the chest down, the weight crushing but not immediately fatal. If she could get leverage, shift the frame enough for him to slide out—

The trailer shifted again, and Jessi's stomach dropped as the whole structure tilted another few degrees. The sinkhole was active, still collapsing. They needed to get out now.

She wedged her shoulder under the frame, found her footing on the buckled floor, and pushed with everything she had. The metal groaned but didn't move. She adjusted her angle, got her legs under her, and tried again.

"Little help here!" she shouted toward the window, not sure if anyone was even out there anymore.

Strong hands appeared at the frame, adding pressure. Then more hands. The workers had finally unfrozen, were finally helping. The bunk frame shifted, lifted a crucial six inches.

"Carlos, slide out!" Jessi commanded. "Now, now, now!"

He scrambled backward, gasping, and she maintained the pressure until he was clear before letting the frame drop. Her shoulders screamed in protest, but she was already moving, helping Carlos toward the window where hands reached in to pull him out.

The trailer gave a sickening lurch.

Jessi threw herself at the window, her hands catching the frame as the floor dropped away beneath her feet. She hauled herself up and through, rope-burn scars screaming as the metal bit into her forearms, and then she was tumbling onto solid ground as the trailer made a grinding, shrieking sound and sank another three feet into the earth.

She lay there for half a second, breathing hard, before pushing herself up. Carlos was being attended to by other workers, and she could hear sirens approaching now. Good. She grabbed her medical kit and started moving through the crowd, checking injuries, stabilizing the worst cases.

That's when he showed up.

The man rolled up in a black Mercedes that looked wildly out of place in the dirt and disaster of the work camp. He climbed out wearing a cheap suit that strained across his belly, gold chains catching the last rays of sunlight. His smile was all teeth and zero warmth as he surveyed the damage like he was calculating profit margins.

"Nobody called the fucking ambulances, right?" he said, not asking. Demanding. "This is my property, my problem. I'll handle my own people."

Jessi straightened from where she was bandaging a woman's bleeding arm, and something cold settled in her chest. She'd seen this before—contractors more worried about liability than lives.

"Your people need hospitals," she said flatly. "Some of these injuries need X-rays, proper treatment—"

"I'll decide what my people need." The man turned that dead smile on her, and she caught the calculation in his eyes. He was already figuring out how to bury this, how to make it go away. "You don't work here. You can leave."

"I'm a paramedic. These people are injured."

"And I'm Nelson Domingo. I own this camp, every trailer, every inch of ground. Which means I own the problem." He pulled out his phone, made a show of taking photos of the sinkhole. "Unfortunate accident. Natural disaster. My insurance will handle it. But I don't need ambulances showing up, making this into some kind of spectacle."

Jessi's hands tightened on her medical kit. The ambulances were already en route—she could hear them getting closer. But she could also see what Domingo was doing, see the way the workers were watching him with fear in their eyes. This wasn't the first time he'd made problems disappear.

"The sinkhole didn't just happen," she said, her voice sharp. "I saw the septic lines when I was in that trailer. They're illegal, jury-rigged straight into the ground. No proper drainage, no code compliance. You created this disaster."

Domingo's smile vanished. "Careful, honey. You don't know what you're talking about."

"I know criminal negligence when I see it." Jessi gestured at the collapsed structures. "Substandard construction, zero safety measures, illegal systems compromising ground stability. People could have died because you cut corners."

"People could still die," Domingo said softly, "if they talk to the wrong people. If certain paramedics start making accusations they can't prove." He stepped closer, invading her space with the casual menace of a man used to intimidating people. "This is private property. You're trespassing. I could have you arrested."

Jessi held her ground, her pulse hammering but her spine straight. "Try it. Every ambulance crew in the county knows me. Every ER doctor knows I don't show up unless it's bad. And they all know I document everything."

Something flickered in Domingo's eyes—calculation, maybe concern. But then a truck pulled up, and a man climbed out who made Domingo look soft. Tall, broad-shouldered, with calloused hands and mean eyes. He was missing two fingers on his left hand, and the way he flexed the remaining ones suggested he enjoyed using them.

"This the problem?" the man asked, jerking his chin at Jessi.

"Just leaving," Domingo said, his smile returning as he turned away. "Make sure she does, Hank."

The ambulances were pulling up now, their sirens cutting off as the crews started unloading equipment. Jessi met the foreman's eyes and saw the threat there, saw exactly what kind of man made sure problems left.

But she'd pulled Carlos out of a collapsing trailer and documented evidence of criminal negligence. She'd done her job.

And she had a feeling this wasn't over.

Not even close.

She gave Hank a hard smile, the kind that said she wasn't intimidated, then turned to help the ambulance crews. Behind her, she heard Domingo talking to his foreman in low tones, heard them discussing "handling this" and "making sure nobody talks."

Her forearms itched where the rope-burn scars tracked across her skin.

She'd been throwing herself into danger to save people for years. Something told her she'd just saved her way into a different kind of threat.

And somewhere in the back of her mind, a small voice whispered that the real rescue hadn't even started yet.
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Mudslide kept the emergency scanner running even when he was working on bikes, and the call that came through at sunset made his hands go still on the wrench he was holding.

Sinkhole. Seasonal worker camp. Multiple casualties.

County Road 439.

He straightened from the Harley he'd been tuning, his mind already shifting gears from mechanical work to crisis assessment. The address pinged something in his memory—he'd driven past that camp a dozen times, noted the aging trailers and questionable construction. The kind of place that cut corners and hoped gravity didn't notice.

Looked like gravity had noticed.

Carter Williams had spent five years coordinating disaster relief operations across the Florida panhandle before he became Mudslide, before Hurricane Michael had torn through his family's farm and destroyed everything his parents had built over three decades. He'd been two hundred miles away managing evacuations when the storm hit, doing his job while his family lost theirs. The bureaucracy that followed—the red tape, the denied claims, the contractors who took money and disappeared—had broken something fundamental in him.

He'd come to South Florida with work boots, organizational skills, and a bone-deep certainty that the system designed to help people mostly just helped itself.

The Gator Kings operated outside that system. They solved problems with violence instead of paperwork, and after watching his family drown in forms and denials, Mudslide found that approach made a hell of a lot more sense.

He wiped the grease from his hands and headed toward the main compound building where Swamp would be finishing up with the day's business. The scanner continued its chatter—ambulances en route, fire department dispatched, police requesting additional units.

That many emergency services for a sinkhole meant the collapse was bad. Real bad.

The compound had the organized chaos of early evening—brothers working on bikes, kids running around before dinner, old ladies managing a dozen things at once. Mudslide moved through it with the easy confidence of someone who'd earned his place through competence and consistency. He'd been a prospect for eight months now, proving himself with steady work and smart thinking instead of flashy displays.

Swamp stood near the main building talking with Python, both men wearing the relaxed alertness that came from years of reading threats. The president looked up as Mudslide approached, one eyebrow raising in question.

"Got something?" Swamp asked.

"Maybe." Mudslide pulled out his phone, brought up the map he'd already marked. "Sinkhole collapse at a seasonal worker camp on 439. Emergency services are responding now, but the location and circumstances fit a pattern I've been tracking."

Python crossed his arms, interested. The sergeant at arms didn't waste time on bullshit, which meant when he listened, it mattered.

Mudslide continued, "I've been monitoring construction incidents in our territory for the past three months. This is the fourth collapse or structural failure at properties owned by the same contractor—Nelson Domingo. He runs seasonal worker housing throughout South Florida, and every site shows the same pattern: substandard construction, illegal septic systems, code violations that inspectors somehow miss."

"Someone's paying off inspectors," Python said flatly.

"That's my read. And the workers are mostly undocumented, which means they don't complain when things go wrong. Domingo's been getting away with criminal negligence because his victims can't report him without risking deportation."

Swamp's expression hardened. The Gator Kings had started as environmental protection, had evolved into territorial control, but the core principle remained the same—their land, their rules, their people. Some asshole running death traps in their territory and hurting vulnerable workers was exactly the kind of problem the club existed to handle.

"How bad is tonight's collapse?" Swamp asked.

"Bad enough for multiple ambulances and fire department response. The scanner traffic suggests people were trapped, possibly casualties." Mudslide pulled up another screen on his phone, showed them the satellite view of Domingo's operation. "He's got six camps in our area, all showing the same red flags. Cheap construction, minimal maintenance, maximum profit margins. It's only a matter of time before more people get hurt."

"Or killed," Python added.

"Yeah."

Swamp studied the map, his tactical mind clearly working through the implications. "You're proposing we take this on?"

"I'm proposing we investigate. If Domingo's operation is what I think it is, he's a territorial threat. And if he's getting workers killed through negligence, he needs to be removed before it happens again."

The president nodded slowly. "All right. You're authorized to gather intelligence and assess the situation. Python, you're backup if things go sideways. Keep it contained—I don't want federal attention on this."

"Understood." Mudslide felt the familiar pull of purpose, the same drive that had kept him running toward disasters when everyone else was running away. The difference was that now he had the authority to actually fix problems instead of just managing them.

Python clapped him on the shoulder. "You got good instincts for this shit. Disaster management translates."

"Thanks." Mudslide appreciated the acknowledgment. Python didn't give compliments unless they were earned, and coming from the sergeant at arms, that meant something.

He headed back to his bike, his mind already organizing the approach. First priority was intelligence—confirm Domingo's involvement, assess the immediate situation, identify any ongoing threats. Second priority was protection—if workers needed help or were being intimidated into silence, the club could provide alternatives. Third priority was tactical planning—figure out how to eliminate the threat without bringing down federal heat.

The scanner crackled again, and a new voice cut through the chatter. Female, authoritative, coordinating with emergency services about treatment priorities and transport logistics. She sounded competent, focused, like she'd done this a hundred times before.

A paramedic, probably. Someone who'd beaten the ambulances to the scene.

Mudslide filed that information away as he swung onto his bike. It was full dark now, the Everglades settling into its nighttime rhythms. He knew these roads better than most people, had spent months learning every back way and hidden route through MC territory. The disaster coordinator in him couldn't stop mapping, planning, preparing for the next crisis.

Turned out the next crisis was already in progress.

He took the back roads toward County Road 439, keeping his speed reasonable and his presence low-key. No need to announce himself until he'd assessed the situation. The work camp came into view marked by emergency lights strobing against the darkening sky—ambulances, fire trucks, and a couple of sheriff's cruisers forming a loose perimeter.

Mudslide parked his bike a hundred yards out and approached on foot, staying to the shadows. His height and build made him hard to miss, but years of disaster work had taught him how to read a scene from the periphery before committing to action.

The sinkhole was worse than he'd expected. Three trailers sat at severe angles, their structures compromised and partially swallowed by the collapse. Emergency crews were treating casualties and coordinating evacuations, but the real story was in the details—the exposed septic lines jury-rigged straight into unstable ground, the substandard construction materials visible in the wreckage, the foundation work that looked like it had been done by someone who'd never heard of load-bearing requirements.

This wasn't an accident. This was criminal negligence meeting inevitable consequences.

A black Mercedes sat near the command center, wildly out of place among the emergency vehicles. As Mudslide watched, a man climbed out—paunchy, cheap suit, gold chains catching the emergency lights. He moved with the casual arrogance of someone who owned the problem and planned to bury it.

Nelson Domingo. Had to be.

The contractor started giving orders, trying to wave off ambulances and control the narrative. A couple of workers hesitated, clearly torn between needing medical attention and fearing their boss's reaction. Domingo's body language broadcast ownership and threat in equal measure.

Then a woman stepped into his space, and everything changed.

She was lean and athletic, blonde hair caught back in a practical style, wearing paramedic gear with the easy competence of someone who'd earned every certification. But it was her posture that caught Mudslide's attention—spine straight, shoulders back, meeting Domingo's intimidation with absolute fearlessness.

She was arguing with him. Mudslide couldn't hear the words from this distance, but he could read the dynamic. She was calling out the negligence, refusing to back down, standing between Domingo and the workers who needed treatment.

Something shifted in Mudslide's chest, a recognition he didn't have words for yet.

A truck pulled up and another man climbed out—tall, broad-shouldered, mean-looking. The foreman, probably, brought in to handle problems. He moved toward the woman with clear intent, and Mudslide's hands curled into fists automatically.

But she held her ground, gave the foreman a hard smile that said she wasn't intimidated, then turned to help the ambulance crews. Professional, focused, completely unshaken by threats that would have sent most people running.

Mudslide committed her profile to memory—the way she moved, the way she commanded space, the rope-burn scars he could see on her forearms even from this distance. This was someone who threw herself into danger regularly, who'd earned those scars pulling people out of wreckage.

This was someone who'd need protection whether she wanted it or not, because standing up to men like Domingo got people hurt.

He circled the scene, taking photos with his phone, documenting the structural failures and code violations. The evidence was everywhere once you knew what to look for—improper drainage, compromised foundations, materials that wouldn't pass even cursory inspection. Domingo had built these camps to maximize profit while minimizing safety, and the sinkhole was just the inevitable result.

The emergency crews started clearing out, transporting the injured and securing the scene. The woman—the paramedic—stayed until the last ambulance left, making sure every casualty was accounted for. She moved with the kind of thorough competence that spoke to experience and dedication.

She also moved like she had no idea she'd just painted a target on her back.

Domingo and his foreman watched her leave, their body language suggesting plans being made. Mudslide marked the threat assessment in his mind—immediate danger to the paramedic, ongoing threat to workers, territorial violation that needed addressing.

He waited until the scene quieted, until Domingo's Mercedes and the foreman's truck pulled away, before approaching the wreckage for a closer look. The structural failures were even worse up close—this wasn't just cutting corners, this was criminal disregard for human life.

His phone buzzed with a text from Python: Status?

Mudslide typed back: Confirmed. Criminal negligence, territorial threat, workers at risk. Contractor is Nelson Domingo—owns multiple camps in our area. Needs immediate attention.

The response came fast: Copy. Report to church tomorrow morning. Good work.

Mudslide pocketed his phone and stood in the wreckage, looking at the evidence of greed and negligence that had nearly killed a dozen people tonight. The disaster coordinator in him was already organizing a response—investigation, protection, elimination of the threat.

But another part of him, something more instinctive and possessive, was thinking about the blonde paramedic who'd stood her ground against Domingo's intimidation. She'd documented the negligence, challenged the contractor's authority, made herself a problem that men like that typically solved with violence.

She was going to need backup whether she realized it or not.

And something about that thought settled into Mudslide's bones with a certainty that had nothing to do with disaster management and everything to do with recognition.

He'd spent eight months proving himself as a prospect, showing the brotherhood he had skills worth claiming. Tomorrow he'd present the Domingo situation to church and get authorization to handle the threat.

But tonight, riding back through the dark Everglades, all he could think about was fearless blue eyes and rope-burn scars, and the way some woman he'd never met had stood against threats like she was bulletproof.

She wasn't bulletproof.

Nobody was.

But she could be protected.
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