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Anna Ruiz gripped the steering wheel of her Peterbilt 379 as she watched the Florida Highway Patrol cars speed past her pulled-over rig, their sirens wailing toward some other crisis that didn't involve her cargo disappearing into the night. Again.

"Fucking useless," she muttered, staring at the empty trailer hitch where thirty thousand dollars' worth of electronics had been attached an hour ago. The hijackers had been smooth, professional, and gone before she could even get a decent look at their faces. Just like the two hits last month that were bleeding her family's trucking company dry.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Miguel Santos, one of her best drivers: They got Rodriguez too. Forced him off 75 near Alligator Alley. Clean job.

Anna's jaw clenched as she typed back: Anyone hurt?

Rodriguez is fine. Shaken up. They knew exactly what cargo to take.

That made four hijackings in six weeks. All her trucks. All carrying high-value loads. All executed with military precision that told her these weren't random road pirates looking for easy scores. Someone was systematically destroying Ruiz Transportation, one cargo theft at a time.

The trooper who'd taken her statement climbed back into his patrol car without making eye contact. Anna knew that look—the one that said her problems weren't worth his time, that trucking companies getting robbed was just the cost of doing business in South Florida. The same look she'd gotten from every cop, every insurance investigator, every federal agent who'd blown her off when she tried to report the pattern.

Her phone rang. Victor Mendoza's name on the caller ID made her stomach twist, but she answered anyway.

"Ms. Ruiz." His voice was smooth, cultured, with just enough accent to remind her they shared heritage even as he destroyed everything her family had built. "I heard about your unfortunate incident tonight."

"What do you want, Mendoza?"

"The same thing I wanted when we spoke last week. A reasonable business arrangement that protects your remaining assets."

Anna's free hand curled into a fist. "You mean protection money."

"I mean insurance against further losses. Five thousand monthly per truck, and your cargo reaches its destination safely. Refuse, and well..." He paused, letting the threat hang in the humid night air. "Tonight demonstrates the alternative."

"Go fuck yourself."

Mendoza's laugh was soft, dangerous. "I admire your spirit, Anna. Your father had the same fire before his accident. But spirit doesn't pay for stolen cargo or replace murdered drivers."

The line went dead. Anna stared at her phone, hands shaking with rage rather than fear. Her father hadn't died in an accident—everyone in the trucking business knew Carlos Ruiz had been run off the road by hijackers when he refused to pay protection money fifteen years ago. Just like they knew the cops would never investigate hard enough to prove it.

She started her truck and pulled back onto I-95, heading toward the Ruiz Transportation yard in Homestead with an empty trailer and a full tank of fury. Tomorrow she'd have to tell her drivers that their jobs were getting more dangerous, their routes less secure, their company less viable with every theft.

But she'd be damned if she'd pay tribute to the bastards bleeding her dry.

Two days later, Anna was driving her personal pickup north on 95 with a trailer full of computer equipment when she noticed the black sedan in her mirrors. It had been tailing her since she'd left the warehouse in Miami, maintaining perfect distance through three lane changes and two exits.

Her pulse quickened as she recognized the pattern from her drivers' reports. This was how it started—the casual surveillance, the patient stalking, the moment when professional hijackers decided their target was isolated enough to take down.

Anna reached for her phone to call 911, then stopped. What would she tell them? That a car was driving on the same highway? The cops had made it clear her trucking problems weren't their priority. By the time they responded, her cargo would be gone and she'd be lucky to escape with just financial losses.

The sedan moved closer, its tinted windows reflecting the afternoon sun. Anna pressed harder on the accelerator, her pickup's diesel engine responding with a surge of power that opened distance between her and the predators. But speed wouldn't save her on an open highway where they could call in roadblocks or force her into an accident.

The sedan's passenger window rolled down. Anna caught a glimpse of metal that made her blood freeze—professional equipment, military precision, the kind of hardware that said these men weren't planning to just steal her cargo.

She was reaching for her phone again when the thunder of motorcycle engines filled the air around her truck. Three Harley-Davidsons materialized from nowhere, their riders wearing black leather cuts with green patches she couldn't read at highway speed. The bikes moved like a coordinated unit, flanking her truck with tactical precision that made the sedan's surveillance look amateur.

The lead rider pulled alongside her driver's window—a towering figure on a Road King whose blue eyes locked with hers through her side glass. He gestured sharply toward the shoulder, his meaning clear: Pull over. Now.

But instead of slowing down, Anna watched him signal to his brothers. The three motorcycles spread out in a formation that put one bike directly behind the sedan, one beside it, and one ahead of Anna's truck. The lead rider raised his left hand, made a quick gesture, and suddenly the sedan found itself boxed in by 800 pounds of American iron and leather-clad fury.

What happened next was over so fast Anna almost missed it. The sedan tried to swerve away from the motorcycles, lost control at highway speed, and slammed into the highway divider with a sound like thunder. The three bikes never even slowed down, their riders guiding Anna's truck toward an exit ramp with the same tactical precision they'd used to eliminate the threat.

Anna followed them down the ramp and into the parking lot of a truck stop, her hands shaking on the wheel. The lead rider dismounted and walked toward her cab, moving with the fluid grace of a hunter who'd just eliminated competition for his territory.

She rolled down her window as he approached, taking in the details she'd missed during the highway action. He was imposing—at least six-four, with broad shoulders filling out his leather cut and arms that looked like they could bend steel. His patch read "Road Captain" above the green gator logo, and "Sawgrass" was stitched below it in bold letters.

"You Anna Ruiz?" His voice was deep, gravelly, with the kind of authority that made grown men step back and listen.

"How do you—"

"Word travels fast when someone's hunting truckers in our territory." His eyes were the color of winter sky, cold and dangerous and completely focused on her. "Those boys in the sedan won't be bothering you again."

Anna's mouth went dry. "Are they—"

"They're alive. Banged up, probably thinking about career changes, but breathing." Sawgrass moved closer to her truck, one massive hand resting on her door frame. "You got bigger problems than three idiots in a stolen car."

"I can handle my own problems."

Something that might have been amusement flickered in those blue eyes. "Yeah? How's that working out for you so far?"

Anna bristled at his tone, but she couldn't argue with results. Three minutes ago she'd been prey. Now she was sitting safe in a truck stop while her would-be predators were decorating a concrete barrier. "What do you want?"

"To talk. About Victor Mendoza and why he's decided your trucking company needs to disappear." Sawgrass's voice dropped to a rumble that seemed to vibrate through her truck's frame. "About why you're too stubborn to pay his protection money and too smart to think the law's gonna save you."

"You know about Mendoza?"

"Honey, I know about everyone who thinks they can run protection rackets in South Florida." His hand tightened on her door frame, the casual gesture somehow managing to be both possessive and protective. "Question is, you ready to do something about it, or you planning to keep driving around like bait until they get lucky?"

Anna stared at this lethal stranger who'd appeared from nowhere to save her cargo and possibly her life. Everything about him screamed outlaw—the leather cut, the motorcycle, the casual way he'd eliminated three armed men without breaking a sweat. But his eyes held something she hadn't seen from anyone else who'd promised to help with her hijacking problem.

Competence. The kind of ruthless, professional competence that could actually keep her trucks on the road and her drivers alive.

"What kind of something?" she heard herself ask.

Sawgrass's smile was sharp as a blade and twice as menacing. "The kind that ends with Mendoza realizing he picked the wrong trucking company to fuck with."

He stepped back from her truck, gesturing toward his brothers who were still mounted on their motorcycles, engines rumbling like caged thunder. "Follow us. Time you learned what real protection looks like."
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Tommy "Sawgrass" Goggins watched Anna Ruiz's pickup truck follow his motorcycle convoy down the winding access road that led to the Gator Kings compound, her headlights cutting through the gathering dusk like twin searchlights. The woman had backbone—most civilians would have run screaming after watching three armed hijackers get turned into highway debris, but she'd kept her cool and asked the right questions.

The kind of questions that told him she understood the difference between protection and predation.

He guided his Road King through the compound's main gate, past the security checkpoint where Panther Sullivan raised a hand in acknowledgment. The massive enforcer's eyes tracked Anna's truck with professional interest, already cataloging threat assessments and defensive positions. Good. The brotherhood needed to understand that this woman wasn't just another civilian problem—she was the key to ending a hijacking network that had been bleeding their territory dry for months.

Sawgrass parked his bike in front of the main clubhouse and directed Anna to park her truck near the gate where Panther could keep eyes on it, her movements careful and controlled despite the adrenaline that had to be coursing through her system. When she climbed down from the cab, he got his first good look at her in proper lighting.

Anna Ruiz was a goddess wrapped in denim and defiance. Curves that belonged on a pinup calendar, dark hair that caught the compound's security lights like silk, and brown eyes that held fire instead of fear. But it was the way she carried herself that made his blood heat—shoulders back, chin up, ready to face whatever came next with the kind of courage that separated survivors from victims.

The woman was magnificent, and she was about to become his.

"Welcome to Gator Kings territory," Sawgrass said, dismounting and moving toward her with deliberate slowness. He wanted her to see him coming, to understand that she was now under the protection of a man who could eliminate threats before they became problems. "You hungry? Kitchen's always open for family."

"I'm not family." Anna's voice was steady, but he caught the slight hitch that told him she was processing the implications of being inside an outlaw motorcycle club's compound. "I'm just someone who needed help on the highway."

"Honey, the minute you refused to pay Mendoza's protection money, you became our business." Sawgrass stopped just close enough to catch her scent—something clean and feminine that made his hands itch to touch. "Hijacking networks operating in South Florida without our permission is a territorial violation."

Anna's eyebrows rose. "Your permission?"

"Gator Kings control transportation security from Miami to the Keys. Trucking, shipping, cargo protection—all of it runs through us." He gestured toward the compound's main buildings, where other club members were emerging to get a look at their visitor. "Mendoza's crew has been stealing cargo and threatening drivers without paying tribute or showing respect. That makes them targets for elimination."

"So this is about money."

"This is about territory." Sawgrass's voice dropped to the rumble that made grown men step back and smart women pay attention. "Your trucking routes, your cargo, your drivers—they're all part of our domain. Someone threatens what's ours, we respond with permanent solutions."

He watched Anna process that information, saw the moment when she realized the Gator Kings weren't offering to help with her hijacking problem—they were claiming ownership of it. And her.

"What exactly are you proposing?"

"Integration." Sawgrass moved a step closer, testing her reaction to his proximity. When she held her ground instead of backing away, satisfaction curled through his chest like smoke. "Your trucking operation becomes part of our transportation network. We provide convoy security, route protection, and elimination of threats. You provide legitimate shipping cover and logistics expertise."

"And in return?"

"Your cargo reaches its destination safely. Your drivers stay alive. And Victor Mendoza learns what happens when someone tries to steal from the Gator Kings." He let his gaze travel over her face, memorizing the elegant line of her jaw and the stubborn set of her mouth. "You'll also have the personal protection of the Road Captain, which means no one touches you without going through me first."

Anna's breath caught slightly at that last part, and Sawgrass felt the first spark of the claiming heat that would consume them both before this was over. She was already responding to his dominance, even if she didn't fully understand what that meant yet.

"Personal protection?"

"Twenty-four seven. I go where you go, handle what needs handling, make sure nothing happens to what's mine." The possessive declaration rolled off his tongue like a promise and a threat combined. "You'll find I'm very thorough when it comes to protecting my territory."

"I never agreed to be your territory."

Sawgrass's smile was slow and predatory. "Honey, you became my territory the minute you let me rescue you from those hijackers. The only question now is whether you're smart enough to accept what's already happened."

Before Anna could respond, the clubhouse door opened and Swamp Castellanos emerged with Python Jackson flanking him. The club president and sergeant at arms moved with the casual authority of men who owned everything they surveyed, their eyes assessing Anna with the same professional interest they'd show a new weapons shipment.

"Sawgrass." Swamp's voice carried the weight of absolute command. "Introduce us to our guest."

"Anna Ruiz, president of Ruiz Transportation. Anna, meet Swamp Castellanos, president of the Gator Kings, and Python Jackson, our sergeant at arms." Sawgrass positioned himself slightly behind and to the right of Anna, close enough to project protection without crowding her. "Anna runs the trucking company Mendoza's been targeting."

Python's scarred face showed interest. "The one who told him to go fuck himself?"

"Twice," Anna said, lifting her chin with defiance that made Sawgrass's blood heat. "I don't pay tribute to criminals."

"Good policy," Swamp said approvingly. "Walk with me. Time you understood what you're dealing with."

The club president led them
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