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Sandy McAllister's hands shook as she locked the front door of Northside Community Center, the deadbolt sliding home with a click that felt too quiet, too fragile against the darkness pressing in from the parking lot. Ten o'clock on a Wednesday night, and the streetlights cast orange pools across cracked asphalt where families had walked to their cars an hour ago, laughing in Spanish and Haitian Creole about the progress their kids were making in her ESL classes.

Now the lot was empty except for her ten-year-old Honda and something dark crumpled near the back fence.

Sandy's stomach dropped. That wasn't trash.

She ran across the parking lot, her sneakers slapping pavement, and the shape resolved into Henry Torres sprawled face-down in a spreading pool of blood. Fifteen years old, her volunteer who stayed late to help clean up, who'd been organizing chairs in the classroom ten minutes ago while she finished paperwork in her office.

"Henry!" She dropped to her knees beside him, her hands hovering over his back where his shirt was torn and soaked through. Blood everywhere. Too much blood. "Henry, can you hear me?"

He didn't move. Didn't respond. His face was turned away from her, but she could see the swelling, the split skin, the way his breathing came in wet, rattling gasps that made her chest compress with terror.

Something white stood out against his dark shirt. Sandy reached for it with trembling fingers and found a folded piece of paper pinned through the fabric with a knife.

The knife was still there. Still buried in Henry's back.

She yanked her phone from her pocket with bloody fingers and dialed 911, her voice surprisingly steady as she gave the address, requested an ambulance, described the injuries while her other hand pressed against Henry's shoulder because she was afraid to touch anything else, afraid she'd make it worse.

"Ma'am, is the assailant still present?" The dispatcher's voice was calm, professional.

Sandy looked around the empty parking lot, at the shadows between buildings, at the chain-link fence separating the center from the rowhouses beyond. Anyone could be watching. Anyone could still be here.

"I don't know," she whispered. "I don't see anyone."

"Stay on the line. Help is three minutes out."

Three minutes felt like drowning. Sandy kept pressure on Henry's shoulder, listened to his terrible breathing, and made herself pull the note free from where it was pinned through his shirt.

The paper was heavy, expensive. The message was printed in block letters: CLOSE OR BURY KIDS.

Her vision tunneled. Three years. Three years she'd been running this center, building trust with immigrant families who'd learned the hard way that nobody protected them in North Philly. Three years of after-school programs and job placement services and ESL classes that gave parents the tools to build legitimate lives for their children. Three years of watching kids choose homework over corners, watching families choose hope over the gangs that ran these streets like personal kingdoms.

And now someone had beaten a fifteen-year-old boy and left him bleeding in her parking lot as a message.

Sandy's hands stopped shaking. The fear crystallized into something colder, sharper, more dangerous.

Sirens wailed in the distance, getting closer. She stayed with Henry, kept talking to him even though he couldn't respond, promised him he'd be okay while her mind raced through possibilities. This wasn't random violence. This was calculated, professional. This was someone who knew exactly how to terrify her without killing her volunteer, how to send a message that would echo through every family who walked through her doors.

The ambulance screamed into the parking lot, red lights strobing across brick walls. Paramedics swarmed Henry, their movements efficient and urgent as they started IVs and stabilized his neck and lifted him onto a stretcher. Sandy followed them to the ambulance, climbed in when they didn't stop her, held Henry's hand while they worked on him during the screaming ride to Temple University Hospital.

A cop met them at the emergency entrance, young and tired-looking in a patrol uniform that had seen better days. He took her statement in the waiting room while nurses rushed Henry into surgery, wrote down details about the note, the knife, the timeline of events.

"You have any idea who did this?" He didn't sound particularly invested in the answer.

"No." Sandy's voice was flat. "But someone wants me to close the community center."

"Yeah?" He glanced up from his notebook. "You got enemies? Owe money?"

"I help immigrant families. I run after-school programs. I connect people with job placement services." She met his eyes. "I'm a social worker, officer. My enemies are whoever profits from keeping this neighborhood desperate."

He closed his notebook. "Look, lady, I'll file the report. But if you're stepping on toes in North Philly, you might want to think about whether whatever you're doing is worth getting kids hurt over."

Sandy stared at him, at this cop who'd already decided Henry's beating was her fault for daring to offer alternatives to the gangs who ran these streets. "Get out."

"Ma'am—"

"Get. Out." Her voice was steel. "File your report. Do your job. But don't stand in this hospital and tell me I'm responsible for someone trying to murder a child for the crime of volunteering."

The cop left. Sandy sat in the hard plastic chair and stared at Henry's blood drying brown on her hands, at the note she'd folded into her pocket, at the emergency room doors that stayed closed while surgeons fought to save a fifteen-year-old boy's life.

She needed help. Real help. Not cops who blamed victims, not social services that would take three months to process an incident report while her families lived in terror.

She needed someone who understood brutal realities. Someone who could protect the center and everyone in it. Someone who wouldn't flinch at the kind of people who beat children to send messages.

Sandy pulled out her phone and scrolled through contacts until she found the name she needed. Billy Kershaw. Roadkill. The Marine who'd been teaching self-defense classes at the center for six months, who showed up every Saturday morning in his Liberty City MC cut and taught immigrant kids how to protect themselves with the kind of brutal efficiency that made parents nervous and teenagers worshipful.

She'd always known he was dangerous. You didn't survive four tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, didn't join an outlaw motorcycle club, didn't move through the world with that particular brand of controlled lethality radiating from every gesture unless you were very, very good at hurting people.

Right now, she needed exactly that.

Sandy hit call and listened to it ring once, twice, three times before his voice came through, rough and alert despite the late hour.

"Sandy. What's wrong."

Not a question. A statement. Like he could hear the threat through the phone line.

"Someone beat Henry Torres and left him for dead in my parking lot." Her voice didn't shake. "They pinned a note to his back telling me to close the center. He's in surgery now. I need—" She stopped, made herself say it. "I need help."

Silence on the other end. Then: "Where are you."

"Temple University Hospital. Emergency waiting room."

"I'm twenty minutes out. Don't go anywhere alone. Not the bathroom, not outside, nowhere without people around you." His voice dropped lower, became something that made her skin prickle with recognition of how thoroughly she'd just changed her life. "And Sandy? Whoever did this made a mistake coming after your kids. We're going to make them regret it."

The line went dead.

Sandy sat in the plastic chair and stared at the emergency room doors, at the fluorescent lights that made everything look sick and desperate, at the other people waiting for news about their loved ones. She thought about Henry's wet, rattling breathing. About the note in her pocket. About the families who trusted her to keep their children safe.

She thought about Billy Kershaw riding through North Philly wearing his MC cut, violence contained in every economical movement, and knew with absolute certainty that she'd just declared war on whoever ran these streets.

The emergency room doors opened. A surgeon in bloody scrubs walked toward her, and Sandy stood on legs that had stopped shaking entirely, ready to hear whether Henry Torres would survive, ready to fight whoever came next, ready to burn down everything to protect what she'd built.

Behind her, the hospital entrance doors opened and Boot steps echoed across linoleum—steady, purposeful, the sound of someone who'd walked into worse situations and walked back out alive.

Sandy turned and saw Roadkill stride through the doors still wearing his Liberty City cut, his eyes scanning the room with the kind of tactical awareness that never really left Marines, and something in her chest unlocked when he crossed directly to her without hesitation.

"Talk to me," he said, and his voice was granite wrapped in gasoline, steady and lethal in equal measure.

The surgeon reached them, looked between Sandy and this deadly man in motorcycle leather, and delivered news that would shape everything that came after.

"He's stable. Critical but stable. Broken ribs, collapsed lung, severe head trauma. The next forty-eight hours will tell us if there's permanent damage." The surgeon's eyes were kind despite the exhaustion. "He's a fighter. That probably saved his life."

Sandy's knees went weak. Roadkill's hand caught her elbow, steadying her, his grip careful despite the calluses she could feel through her shirt.

"Can she see him?" Roadkill asked.

"ICU, immediate family only for now." The surgeon looked at Sandy. "Are you family?"

"I'm all he's got tonight." Sandy's voice was stronger than she felt. "His parents are in Honduras. I'm his emergency contact."

The surgeon hesitated, then nodded. "Five minutes. He's unconscious, but maybe hearing your voice will help."

Sandy followed the surgeon through the emergency room doors, aware of Roadkill falling into step behind her like he'd already decided he was part of this now, like some invisible line had been crossed the moment she'd called him.

Henry looked impossibly small in the ICU bed, surrounded by machines that beeped and hissed, his face swollen almost beyond recognition. Sandy pulled a chair close and took his hand, careful of the IV lines, and talked to him about the center, about the ESL class that had gone so well tonight, about how brave he was, how proud she was, how everything would be okay.

She didn't promise revenge. But standing behind her, silent and lethal in his motorcycle cut, Roadkill's presence made that promise for her.
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Roadkill's phone lit up with Sandy's name at twenty-two hundred hours, and he knew before he answered that someone had crossed a line that couldn't be uncrossed.

He'd been teaching self-defense at her community center for six months, watching her navigate North Philly's immigrant families with the kind of stubborn courage that came from believing neighborhoods could be saved. Watching her challenge gang recruiters with nothing but backbone and determination. Watching her build something worth protecting in streets that had forgotten what hope looked like.

Watching her and wanting her with an intensity that got more possessive every Saturday morning she smiled at him like he was more than just another violent man in motorcycle leather.

"Sandy. What's wrong." He was already moving toward his bike, keys in hand.

Her voice came through steady despite what had to be terror underneath. "Someone beat Henry Torres and left him for dead in my parking lot. They pinned a note to his back telling me to close the center. He's in surgery now. I need—" The pause was knife-sharp. "I need help."

Roadkill's blood went cold, then hot, then colder than the Hindu Kush in winter. Fifteen-year-old Henry who stayed late to help Sandy because he wanted to be useful, who'd been asking Roadkill about joining the Marines someday with the kind of hero worship that made Billy remember being seventeen and desperate for purpose.

Someone had beaten that kid and used him to threaten Sandy.

"Where are you."

"Temple University Hospital. Emergency waiting room."

"I'm twenty minutes out. Don't go anywhere alone. Not the bathroom, not outside, nowhere without people around you." He threw his leg over his bike, engine roaring to life between his thighs. "And Sandy? Whoever did this made a mistake coming after your kids. We're going to make them regret it."

He killed the call and rode through South Philly like the devil was chasing him, except the devil was already there—in North Philly, threatening a woman who'd gotten under his skin so thoroughly he couldn't remember the last time he'd looked at another female. Threading through late traffic on I-95, cutting across surface streets with the precision that came from growing up in these neighborhoods, knowing every alley and shortcut like they were tattooed on his brain.

Twenty minutes became fifteen. Roadkill pulled into Temple's emergency lot and found Sandy through the windows—standing rigid in the waiting room, blood on her hands and shirt, talking to some cop who looked about as useful as tits on a bull.

He was through the doors and crossing to her before conscious thought, pure territorial instinct driving him to get between Sandy and every threat in this building. She turned when she heard his boots, and something in her eyes shifted from iron control to relief so raw it made his chest constrict.

"Talk to me," he said, keeping his voice level despite the rage building in his gut.

The cop took one look at Roadkill's cut and decided he had somewhere else to be. Smart man.

Sandy's hands were shaking now, fine tremors she'd been controlling until backup arrived. "Henry's in surgery. Broken ribs, collapsed lung, severe head trauma. They beat him unconscious and pinned this to his back." She pulled a blood-stained note from her pocket.

Roadkill took it, read the message, and felt every instinct from four tours in combat zones activate at once. CLOSE OR BURY KIDS. Professional intimidation. Calculated violence. The kind of message that came from organizations with resources and reach.

"You touch anything else at the scene?" Military habit, securing intel.

"Just Henry. The knife was still in him." Her voice cracked on that, the first break in her armor. "I called 911, then you."

"Good woman." The words came out rougher than intended, possessive in ways he hadn't earned yet but couldn't stop feeling. "This wasn't random. Message beatings are cartel work—Norte Diablos most likely, based on territory. You been stepping on their business?"

Sandy's laugh was bitter. "I run job placement programs and ESL classes. I keep kids off corners and out of gang recruitment pipelines. If that's stepping on their business, then yeah, I'm guilty."

There it was. The backbone that made her dangerous to predators, the strength that had Roadkill wanting to claim her publicly and violently so every threat in Philadelphia knew she was protected by Liberty City colors.

"They won't stop," he said flatly. "Cuchillo runs Norte Diablos like a business, and you're cutting into his recruitment. He'll escalate until you close or he buries you with the center."

"Then he's going to be disappointed." Fire in her eyes now, the kind of defiance that made Roadkill's blood run hot. "I've spent three years building trust with families who've learned not to trust anyone. I'm not abandoning them because some cartel asshole thinks my neighborhood belongs to him."

"No, you're not." Roadkill stepped closer, crowding her space in ways that made his intentions clear. "But you're not doing it alone either. This is Liberty City business now."

"I can't ask you to—"

"Not asking. Telling." His hand came up to her jaw, thumb brushing over her cheekbone, claiming touch he'd been wanting to make for months. "You called me for help, Sandy. That means you're mine to protect now. Means the center is under club protection. Means Cuchillo just declared war on Liberty City whether he knows it yet or not."

Her breath hitched, pupils dilating despite the fear and adrenaline, and Roadkill knew she felt it too—this thing between them that had been building since the first Saturday she'd challenged him about teaching kids violence instead of conflict resolution, then watched him work and realized he was teaching them survival.

A surgeon in bloody scrubs pushed through the emergency room doors. "Sandy McAllister?"

Sandy turned in Roadkill's grip, his hand sliding to her lower back, keeping contact. The surgeon delivered news about Henry being stable, critical condition, next forty-eight hours crucial. Roadkill felt Sandy's knees go weak and steadied her automatically, his body already treating her like something that belonged to him.

They followed the surgeon to ICU, Roadkill staying behind Sandy like a shadow with teeth, scanning every face and exit point out of habit that had kept him breathing through Fallujah and Helmand Province. Henry looked destroyed in that hospital bed—fifteen years old and beaten like a grown man, machines breathing for him, face swollen beyond recognition.

Sandy sat with the kid, held his hand, talked to him with the kind of fierce gentleness that made Roadkill understand why families trusted her with their children. This woman fought for people who couldn't fight for themselves, built hope in neighborhoods that had forgotten what it looked like, refused to surrender even when cartels tried to bury her in blood.

She was exactly the kind of stubborn, courageous, infuriating female who could survive being his old lady.

Five minutes became ten before a nurse cleared her throat meaningfully. Sandy squeezed Henry's hand one last time, whispered something in Spanish that sounded like a promise, and let Roadkill lead her back to the waiting room.

"I need to call his parents," she said. "They're in Honduras. He came here alone six months ago. I'm his emergency contact because I'm all he's got in Philadelphia."

"You can call from the compound." Roadkill's hand found her hip, steering her toward the exit. "You're not going back to your place tonight. Not until we know what Cuchillo's next move is."

"I have staff to coordinate, families to notify—"

"You have a target on your back." He stopped in the parking lot, turned her to face him, both hands on her hips now in a grip that was pure territorial possession. "You think that note was the end of it? They beat Henry to terrify you into closing. When that doesn't work, they'll come after you directly. I'm not giving them the chance."

Sandy's jaw set in that stubborn line he was learning to recognize. "So what, I hide at your clubhouse while my families live in fear?"

"No. You let Liberty City handle the threat while you keep doing what you do best—protecting those families." His thumbs pressed into her hip bones, holding her still. "This is what we do, Sandy. We protect our territory. Our people. Our women. You're all three now."

"I'm not your woman."

"Yeah, you are." Roadkill leaned in close enough that his breath brushed her lips, close enough that she could feel exactly how serious he was. "Been mine since the first Saturday you got in my face about teaching 'vulnerable populations' how to hurt people. Just took you getting threatened for me to make it official."

Her pulse jumped in her throat. "That's insane."

"That's the life." He straightened, kept one hand on her hip, possessive and deliberate. "You called me because you knew I'd handle this. Because you knew I'd burn North Philly down before I let
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