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The acrid smell hit Kira Rose mid-demonstration, sharp enough to cut through the gym's familiar scent of sweat and rubber mats. She froze with her arm locked around Michelle's throat in a rear naked choke, the defensive position she'd been teaching for the past twenty minutes suddenly forgotten.

"Everyone smell that?" Kira released Michelle and straightened, her pulse kicking up as her students exchanged worried glances.

Smoke.

"Is something burning?" Samantha Hill moved toward the storage room, but Kira was already crossing the mat in three quick strides. The door handle was warm under her palm—not hot enough to burn, but definitely warmer than it should be.

She yanked the door open and smoke billowed out in a gray wave that sent her stumbling backward, eyes watering. Orange flames licked up the back wall where the electrical panel sat, already spreading along the old wiring that snaked through the converted warehouse space. Equipment that had cost her thousands—heavy bags, mats, weight racks—was disappearing into the hungry fire.

"Everyone out!" Kira's voice came out strong despite the ice flooding her veins. "Now! Leave everything and get outside!"

Her students didn't need to be told twice. Twelve women in various states of athletic wear scrambled for the exit, grabbing purses and car keys as they fled. Kira was the last one out, pausing only to hit the fire alarm and grab her phone from behind the front desk.

The cool November air hit her sweat-dampened skin as she herded everyone across the parking lot, counting heads twice to make sure no one was missing. Twelve students accounted for. The dental hygienist part of her brain automatically kicked in—the same methodical counting she did with instruments during procedures, making sure nothing was left behind.

Except she was leaving everything behind. Three years of building Iron Will Fitness from nothing. The safe space she'd created for women who needed to feel powerful. Gone.

"Oh my God, Kira." Michelle's hand found her shoulder as sirens wailed in the distance. "Your gym."

Kira could only watch as smoke poured from the building's vents, dark tendrils curling into the night sky. The fire trucks arrived within minutes—Jacksonville's emergency services were efficient in a Marine town where disaster drills ran constantly. Firefighters in full gear deployed hoses with military precision, water arcing through the broken windows she'd personally cleaned last week.

The fire marshal emerged forty minutes later with soot on his face and a grim set to his mouth. He found Kira standing with her arms wrapped around herself, still wearing her workout gear despite the November chill, and pulled out a tablet.

"Ms. Rose? I'm Fire Marshal Dixon. Your students all accounted for?"

"Everyone's safe." Kira forced herself to meet his eyes. "How bad is it?"

"Could've been worse. We contained it before it reached the main support beams." Dixon pulled up photos on his tablet, showing her the charred remains of her storage room. "But you lost about half your equipment. The electrical damage is extensive."

Kira's stomach dropped. Half her equipment meant tens of thousands of dollars. Equipment she'd bought with a second mortgage on her condo because the bank had laughed at her business loan application.

"What caused it?" The question came out steadier than she felt.

Dixon's expression shifted, something careful sliding into place. "That's what I need to talk to you about. The burn patterns suggest accelerant use. Multiple ignition points." He showed her another photo, highlighting scorch marks that spread in ways she knew fire shouldn't naturally move. "This wasn't an electrical malfunction, Ms. Rose. Someone set this deliberately."

The parking lot tilted slightly. Kira locked her knees to keep standing. "Arson?"

"I can't prove it definitively without more investigation, but yeah. That's what it looks like." Dixon lowered his voice, glancing at the lingering students. "Any idea who might want to damage your business? Angry ex-boyfriend? Competitor?"

Kira's mind flashed to last week—the men in the alley behind her building, the ones who'd scattered when she'd turned her new security cameras toward them. The same alley where she'd seen plastic bags changing hands in transactions that were obviously drug deals.

"There's been activity in the alley." She pulled out her phone, scrolling to the security footage she'd saved. "Drug dealers, I think. I installed cameras two weeks ago after one of my students got harassed walking to her car. The dealers weren't happy about being recorded."

Dixon studied the grainy footage, his jaw tightening. "You report this to police?"

"Filed a report online. Never heard back." Which hadn't surprised her. Jacksonville PD was stretched thin with a transient Marine population and the crime that came with a military town.

"I'll flag this in my report." Dixon handed back her phone. "But Ms. Rose, if these guys are dealing, and they think you're interfering with their operation..." He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to.

Kira watched firefighters pack up their equipment, the building she'd poured her heart into now a smoke-damaged shell. The women she taught—survivors of domestic violence, assault victims rebuilding their confidence, mothers who wanted to protect their children—they depended on these classes. On this safe space where they could learn to be strong.

And someone had just burned it to send her a message.

"What happens now?" Her voice came out smaller than she intended.

"Insurance adjuster will need to assess the damage before you can file a claim. Based on what I'm seeing, you're looking at weeks of repairs minimum. Maybe months." Dixon's expression softened with something that might've been sympathy. "I'm sorry, Ms. Rose. I know how hard small business owners work."

He had no idea. Kira had grown up watching her parents work seventy-hour weeks at their restaurant, the bone-deep exhaustion that came with building something from nothing. She'd inherited that stubborn determination, channeling it into creating a gym that actually mattered.

After using martial arts to fight her way out of an abusive relationship three years ago, she'd promised herself she'd help other women find that same power. Iron Will Fitness wasn't just a business—it was her mission. Her purpose after years of feeling powerless.

And some drug-dealing piece of shit had just taken a match to it.

The students eventually dispersed with promises to check in tomorrow, leaving Kira standing alone in the parking lot as the fire trucks pulled away. She should go home. Shower off the smoke smell. Process what had just happened.

Instead, she stood there shivering in her workout clothes, staring at the building that had been her dream.

The rumble of a motorcycle engine cut through the night, deep and powerful. Kira turned to see a single bike pull into the parking lot, the rider silhouetted against the streetlight. He killed the engine and swung off in one smooth motion, and even from a distance, Kira could see the leather cut stretched across his shoulders.

Leatherneck Brotherhood. One of the Marine MCs that ran through Jacksonville like blood through veins.

The biker walked toward her with the kind of confidence that came from knowing exactly how dangerous he was, and as he got closer, Kira could make out more details. Six feet of lean muscle, gray eyes that assessed everything in one sweep, dark hair cut military-short. His cut proclaimed him "Stalker" in bold letters, with patches she didn't understand decorating the leather.

"You the owner?" His voice was economical—waste no words.

"Kira Rose." She straightened despite her exhaustion. "And you are?"

"Stalker. Leatherneck Brotherhood." He moved past her toward the building, studying the smoke-stained windows with an intensity that made her nervous. "Heard about the fire. Wanted to check it out."

"Why?" Kira followed him, watching as he examined the loading dock area. "You with the fire department?"

"Marines don't need credentials to protect our territory." He crouched near the back entrance, running his fingers along the door frame. When he stood, his expression had gone hard. "This wasn't an electrical fire."

"Fire marshal said the same thing. Arson." Kira wrapped her arms tighter around herself. "How can you tell?"

"Know what to look for." Stalker turned those assessing eyes on her, and Kira felt the weight of his attention like a physical thing. "You got enemies?"

"I run a self-defense gym for women. The worst I usually deal with is late payments and equipment maintenance." She hesitated, then pulled out her phone again. "But there's been drug activity in the alley. I installed security cameras last week."

Stalker took her phone, studying the footage with complete focus. His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "These guys don't like cameras. Cameras mean faces. Faces mean identification."

"You think they did this because I recorded them?" Kira's voice rose despite her attempt to stay calm. "I was just trying to keep my students safe!"

"And you interfered with their operation." Stalker handed back her phone, his gray eyes locked on hers. "They're sending a message—back off or it gets worse."

The words hit like a physical blow. Kira had spent three years building this gym, working double shifts as a dental hygienist to make the mortgage payments, teaching evening classes until midnight because that's when working women could attend. She'd helped survivors of violence learn to fight back, given nervous mothers the skills to protect their children.

And now drug dealers were burning her business because she'd dared to install security cameras?

"I'm not backing off." The words came out before she could stop them, fueled by exhaustion and fury and three years of stubborn determination. "This gym matters. The women who train here need this."

Something shifted in Stalker's expression—not quite approval, but close. "Then you need to understand what you're up against. These aren't amateur dealers. Professional arsonist, probably connected to bigger operations." He pulled out his own phone. "I'm calling my president. Brotherhood should know about this."

"Why would your MC care about my gym?"

Stalker met her eyes, and Kira saw something lethal beneath his calm exterior. "Because you're teaching women to defend themselves in our territory, and some piece of shit just attacked you for it. That makes it our problem."

He walked away to make his call, leaving Kira standing in the smoke-scented parking lot trying to process everything. A Marine MC wanted to get involved in her arson case. The drug dealers who'd burned her gym were apparently professional criminals. And she'd just declared she wasn't backing down to people who literally played with fire.

The dental hygienist part of her brain—the careful, methodical part that counted instruments and followed protocols—screamed that she was in over her head.

But the part of her that had fought her way out of an abusive relationship, that had built a business from nothing to help other women do the same, refused to walk away.

Stalker returned, tucking his phone into his cut. "Church meeting tomorrow. Brotherhood needs to hear about this directly from you."

"I'm not joining an MC." Kira's spine straightened despite her exhaustion.

"Not asking you to." His lips quirked in something that might've been amusement. "Just asking you to tell your story. What happens after, that's brotherhood business."

Kira studied this Marine biker with his quiet intensity and dangerous edge, trying to decide if getting his MC involved would solve her problems or create new ones. She knew the Leatherneck Brotherhood's reputation—former Marines who ran through Jacksonville protecting their own, operating outside the law when it suited them.

But the alternative was facing professional arsonists alone.

"What time's your meeting?"

"Seven PM. Compound's off Highway 24, five miles from Lejeune main gate." Stalker pulled a card from his cut—actual business card stock with the brotherhood's logo and an address. "Come ready to talk about everyone who might want you gone."

He moved toward his bike with that same easy confidence, and Kira found herself noticing details she shouldn't—the way his cut stretched across his shoulders, the way he moved like violence was always an option, the complete lack of hesitation in everything he did.

"Stalker?" She called out before he could start the engine.

He turned, one hand on the handlebars.

"Thank you for checking on me."

Those gray eyes held hers for a long moment. "You're teaching women to fight back in Jacksonville. That deserves protection, not fire."

Then he fired up the bike and rolled out of the parking lot, leaving Kira alone with the ruins of her gym and a business card from a Marine MC that apparently wanted to help.

She looked back at Iron Will Fitness, at the smoke damage and broken windows and the dream she'd built from determination and second mortgages. The women who trained here—Michelle escaping her abusive ex-husband, Samantha rebuilding confidence after assault, young mothers learning to be fierce—they all depended on this space.

Kira pulled out her phone and opened her contacts, finding her insurance agent's number. Tomorrow she'd deal with claims and damage assessments and figuring out how to rebuild.

Tonight, she'd go home and shower off the smoke and try not to think about how drug dealers had just declared war on everything she'd worked for.

Or how a Marine biker with dangerous eyes and zero hesitation had just offered to back her up.
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Stalker killed the engine outside the Leatherneck Brotherhood compound and sat for a moment, phone still warm in his hand from the call with Kira Rose. Ten PM on a Tuesday and he should be inside drinking with his brothers, not thinking about a gym owner with fire in her eyes and smoke in her hair.

But those burn patterns wouldn't leave his head.

He'd seen accelerant work before—knew the signatures, the deliberate spread, the professional touch that separated accidents from messages. Someone had torched Iron Will Fitness to make a point, and the woman standing in that parking lot had no idea how much danger she was in.

Train looked up from the pool table as Stalker walked into the main room. "Thought you were checking out that fire on Marine Boulevard."

"Did." Stalker grabbed a beer from behind the bar, twisting the cap off. "Professional arson. Owner's got security footage of dealers in the alley who didn't appreciate being recorded."

"Shit." Train chalked his cue, lining up a shot. "She filing with the cops?"

"Already did. They ignored it." Stalker took a long pull of his beer. "Fire marshal's calling it suspicious but can't prove arson, which means her insurance won't pay. She's got nothing."

Recon appeared from the hallway, picking up on the conversation. "What kind of gym?"

"Self-defense training for women. Owner teaches working-class women how to fight back." Stalker set his beer down harder than intended. "Good woman doing good work, and some cartel piece of shit burned her out for installing cameras."

"Cartel?" Recon's expression sharpened. "In Jacksonville?"

"Distribution network's been spreading through Onslow County for two years. You know that." Stalker pulled out his phone, showing them Kira's security footage. "These aren't street dealers. Look at the discipline, the spacing, the way they move. This is organized."

Train leaned in to study the footage. "They came back and burned her gym?"

"Twice. First fire was five days ago—half her equipment gone. Tonight they torched the whole building." Stalker's jaw tightened remembering how Kira had stood there shivering in workout clothes, watching everything burn. "She evacuated twelve students and stayed calm the whole time. Then told me she's not backing off."

"Backbone." Recon nodded approval. "Where's she now?"

"Home. Probably." Stalker hoped. Though the determined set to her shoulders when she'd declared she wasn't backing down made him think she might do something stupid like go back inside the burned building. "I told her to come to church tomorrow night. Cap should hear this."

"Cap's gonna want to help." Train sank another ball. "Woman teaching self-defense in our territory gets attacked? That's brotherhood business."

It was. Stalker knew it in his bones—the same instinct that had made him roll up to that gym in the first place when he'd heard about the fire. Jacksonville belonged to Leatherneck Brotherhood, and someone burning out a woman who taught other women to be strong?

That shit didn't stand.

"She's got fire insurance but it won't pay if the marshal can't prove arson." Stalker finished his beer. "Lost half her equipment in the first fire, probably everything in the second. She's financially destroyed."

"What's her name?" Recon asked.

"Kira Rose. Owns Iron Will Fitness, works day shifts as a dental hygienist to make the mortgage payments." Stalker caught himself sharing details he shouldn't care about. "Built the whole thing from nothing over three years."

Train's eyes narrowed. "You claiming her already?"

"Fuck off." But heat crawled up Stalker's neck. "Just saying she's worth protecting."

"Uh-huh." Train grinned. "That why you're back here thinking about her instead of staying to make sure she got home safe?"

Stalker flipped him off, but Train wasn't wrong. He'd wanted to follow Kira home, make sure those dealers didn't escalate from property destruction to personal violence. Only the knowledge that hovering over her like a psycho after one conversation would scare her off had made him leave.

She didn't know him. Didn't know the brotherhood. Showing up at her condo uninvited would make him look like the threat instead of the solution.

"Church is tomorrow at seven." Stalker grabbed another beer. "She'll be here to tell Cap what happened. What we do after that, that's up to the brotherhood."

But he already knew what he wanted to do. Find the cartel lieutenant running distribution through Jacksonville and burn his operation to the ground. Literally.

The next evening, Stalker was working on his bike when Kira's small sedan pulled through the compound gates. Six forty-five—fifteen minutes early. He appreciated punctuality.

She climbed out wearing jeans and a sweater, her dark hair pulled back in the same practical ponytail from last night. No makeup, exhaustion bruising the skin under her eyes, but she walked toward the main building with her spine straight and her shoulders back.

"Ms. Rose." Stalker straightened, wiping grease off his hands with a rag. "Kira."

"Stalker." She stopped a careful distance away, taking in the compound with assessing eyes. "This is not what I expected."

"What'd you expect?"

"More chrome. Fewer Eagle, Globe, and Anchors." Her lips quirked slightly. "It looks like a Marine Corps League hall."

"Used to be one. We bought it five years ago." Stalker gestured toward the building. "Come on. I'll introduce you to Cap before church starts."

She followed him inside, and Stalker watched her take in the space—the bar built from Marine memorabilia, the flags on the walls, the EGA displays everywhere. Her expression shifted from nervous to something softer.

"My dad was a Marine." Kira touched one of the flag displays. "Two tours in Iraq. He'd have loved this place."

"He still around?"

"Heart attack three years ago." Her voice went quiet. "Right after I opened the gym. He helped me paint the walls the week before he died."

Fuck. Stalker felt that loss in his chest—the way good Marines didn't get enough time, the way the strong ones carried too much weight. "I'm sorry."

"Me too." Kira
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