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The smell hit Amy Broderick before she fully processed what she was seeing.

Hot oil and burnt rubber, mixed with the acrid chemical stink of spray paint. Her food truck sat in the empty parking lot like a gutted carcass, and for one horrible second she couldn't breathe. Couldn't think. Couldn't do anything but stand there with her keys digging into her palm hard enough to draw blood.

The deep fryer—the industrial-grade unit she'd saved eight months to buy—was destroyed. Someone had taken a crowbar to it, cracked the housing, spilled oil across the entire interior. Her tires were slashed, rubber peeling away from the rims in ugly strips. And across the side of the truck, in dripping red letters two feet high: SELL OUT BITCH.

Amy's knees went liquid. She grabbed the door handle to keep from falling, the metal cold against her palm despite the June heat already building at six in the morning.

Three years. Three years of sixteen-hour days and maxed-out credit cards and refusing to give up even when every supplier in three parishes told her she was crazy to think a food truck could succeed. Three years of proving her family's recipes—her grand-mère's boudin, her père's cracklins—deserved to survive even after the fire took their restaurant.

Gone. All of it gone because Curtis Trask wanted her recipes and she'd told him to go to hell.

The fury hit before the tears could. Hot and clean and sharp enough to cut through the shock freezing her chest. Amy forced herself to let go of the door, forced her legs to work, forced herself to walk around the truck and catalog every bit of damage with the same stubborn focus that had kept her business alive this long.

Both tires on the driver's side. The fryer housing cracked beyond repair. Someone had poured something sticky—syrup maybe, or soda—across her prep surfaces. The propane tank valve was open, gas hissing softly into the morning air until she shut it off with shaking hands.

Professional. Thorough. Meant to destroy her business without leaving her anything to salvage.

Amy pulled out her phone and took pictures of everything. Every angle, every detail. Not because she thought the cops would do anything—Curtis Trask owned half the city officials in Houma—but because fury demanded documentation. Because she'd be damned if she let him pretend this was anything but deliberate.

She allowed herself exactly one minute of breakdown. Sixty seconds where she leaned against the truck's intact rear panel and let the sobs tear through her chest, hot and painful and absolutely silent because she was in a public parking lot and the Broderick women didn't cry where anyone could see.

When the minute ended, Amy wiped her face with the back of her hand and started making calls.

First was Pierre Timmons, her propane supplier. Voice mail. She left a message asking about emergency service and payment plans, keeping her voice steady through sheer force of will.

Next was Marie Chen, who provided her produce twice a week. Voice mail again. Amy explained the situation in clipped sentences, asked about extending her account thirty days.

Third call was Jacques Benoit, the only equipment dealer in three parishes who'd given her a fair price when she was starting out. He picked up on the second ring, his voice rough with sleep.

"Amy? Everything okay?"

"My fryer's destroyed. I need a replacement and I need it today, but I can't pay you for at least three weeks." The words came out flat. Factual. She'd cried her minute already. "Can you work with me?"

Silence on the other end. Then: "Curtis Trask finally make his move?"

"Left his calling card all over my truck."

"Merde." Jacques exhaled slowly. "Amy, I want to help you. I really do. But Trask owns my commercial lease. He finds out I'm helping someone who won't sell to him—"

"I know." And she did. This was how Curtis operated. Squeeze every supplier, every vendor, every connection until his target had nowhere left to turn. "Thanks anyway, Jacques."

She hung up before he could apologize again.

Fourth call. Fifth. Sixth. Every number in her contact list that might extend credit or bend payment terms or just give her one more week to figure something out. Most went to voice mail. The ones that didn't gave her the same answer Jacques had—sorry, can't risk it, Trask owns too much.

By seven a.m., Amy had exhausted her options and her phone battery was at fifteen percent. She sat on the parking lot curb, staring at her destroyed truck, and tried to calculate how completely screwed she actually was.

Insurance wouldn't cover this. She'd gone with the cheapest policy she could find, and "vandalism by business competitor" wasn't in the coverage. The fryer alone was eight grand she didn't have. Add in tires, cleaning, propane tank replacement, and she was looking at twelve thousand minimum before she could serve a single customer again.

She had four hundred dollars in her checking account. Her credit cards were maxed. Her apartment rent was due in five days.

Curtis Trask had finally won.

The rage that thought triggered was cold this time. Calculated. Amy pushed to her feet and pulled up Curtis's number—the one he'd given her three months ago with that folksy smile that didn't reach his eyes, telling her his "generous offer" wouldn't stay on the table forever.

He answered on the first ring. "Ms. Broderick. Bit early for a social call, isn't it?"

His voice was smooth. Pleasant. Like they were old friends catching up instead of predator and prey.

"I'm standing in front of my truck," Amy said. "Looking at about twelve thousand dollars of damage."

"Oh my." The concern in his voice was perfectly calibrated. Completely fake. "That's terrible. Have you called the police?"

"We both know the cops won't do shit." She kept her voice level. Factual. "And we both know exactly who sent the message."

"Now, Amy." The folksy accent thickened. "I understand you're upset, but making accusations without proof—"

"How much?" She cut him off. "For the recipes. For my truck. For signing over everything my family built. How much?"

Silence. Then Curtis's voice came back different. Colder. The fake warmth stripped away to show the calculation underneath.

"Fifteen thousand. For your vehicle, your equipment, and exclusive rights to the Broderick family recipes. That's five thousand more than my previous offer, out of respect for your... unfortunate circumstances."

Fifteen thousand dollars for four generations of her family's culinary legacy. For her grand-mère teaching her how to season boudin when she was eight years old. For her père's secret cracklings recipe that people drove from New Orleans to taste.

For the last piece of her family she had left after the fire took everything else.

"Go to hell." Amy hung up.

Her hands were shaking again. From rage or fear or exhaustion, she couldn't tell anymore. She stared at the spray-painted message across her truck—SELL OUT BITCH—and felt something crack in her chest that had nothing to do with grief.

She wasn't beaten. Not yet. Not while she could still stand and breathe and tell Curtis Trask exactly where he could shove his fifteen thousand dollars.

Amy pulled up her photos from this morning and started a new text message. She had one card left to play—one connection Curtis didn't own yet. Thomas Arceneaux ran the weekend farmer's market where she'd been selling boudin balls every Saturday for two years. He knew every food vendor in the parish, every small business owner Curtis had squeezed out or bought up.

If anyone knew how to survive what Curtis Trask wanted to destroy, it would be Thomas.

She typed quickly: Need advice. Trask finally moved on me. Truck destroyed. Can we talk?

The response came thirty seconds later: Come to the market office. 8am. Bring coffee.

Amy checked the time. Seven forty-five. The coffee shop two blocks away opened at seven-thirty.

She locked what was left of her truck, pocketed her keys, and started walking. Her legs felt steadier now. Her hands had stopped shaking. The cold rage in her chest had settled into something harder and more permanent than fury.

Curtis Trask thought he'd broken her. Thought destroying her truck would make her fold and sign over everything her family had built.

He was about to learn just how wrong he was about the Broderick women and what it took to make them quit.

Behind her, morning traffic started building on the main road. Commuters heading to work, tourists heading to the bayou tours, people living their normal Thursday morning while Amy's entire world sat destroyed in a parking lot.

She didn't look back. Couldn't afford to. Not when looking forward was the only thing keeping her from falling apart completely.

The coffee shop was busy when she arrived, the line stretching nearly to the door. Amy joined it, keeping her breathing steady and her expression neutral. Nobody needed to see her breaking down in public over burnt coffee and destroyed dreams.

By the time she reached the counter, she'd rebuilt her composure enough to order two large dark roasts without her voice cracking. The barista—a college kid she didn't recognize—took her money without comment, and Amy carried the coffees toward the farmer's market office three blocks away.

Thomas Arceneaux was waiting outside when she arrived. Tall and weathered, with the kind of face that had seen too much Louisiana sun and too many failed businesses to believe in easy solutions anymore.

He took one of the coffees without speaking. Unlocked his office. Gestured for Amy to follow him inside.

"Show me," he said.

Amy pulled up her photos and handed him her phone. Watched his expression harden as he scrolled through the images of her destroyed truck.

"Trask?" he asked.

"Who else?"

Thomas handed back her phone and took a long drink of his coffee. "He's been escalating. You're the third vendor this month."

"Third?" Amy's stomach dropped. "Who else?"

"Michel Hebert's seafood truck. Sabotaged refrigeration, lost twenty thousand dollars of inventory. And Lisette Comeaux's catering business—bogus health inspection, suspended license." Thomas met her eyes. "You know what they both did afterward?"

Amy's throat tightened. "Sold to Trask."

"For half what their businesses were worth." Thomas leaned against his desk. "Curtis doesn't just squeeze you out, Amy. He makes sure you've got nowhere else to turn first. Every supplier, every connection, every favor you might call in—he owns enough of this parish that saying no to him means professional suicide."

"So what am I supposed to do?" The words came out sharper than she'd intended. "Just let him steal my family's recipes? Sign over everything my père built?"

"I'm saying you need to be realistic about your options." Thomas's voice was gentle. Too gentle. "Trask's got resources you don't. Connections you can't match. And if he's willing to destroy your truck over this—"

"He wins." Amy cut him off. "That's what you're saying. Curtis Trask wins because he's got more money and more connections and nobody in this parish has the balls to stand up to him."

Thomas flinched. "It's not about balls, Amy. It's about survival. You can't fight someone who owns half the city officials and every commercial lease that matters."

Amy set her coffee down carefully on his desk. Her hands were shaking again, but not from fear this time.

"My grand-mère survived Hurricane Katrina," she said quietly. "Lost her house, lost her restaurant, lost everything except the recipes she kept in her head and the spine she passed down to her granddaughter. You think I'm going to let some corporate asshole with a fake accent take that away because it's too hard to fight?"

"Amy—"

"Thanks for the advice." She picked up her coffee and headed for the door. "I'll figure something else out."

"There is no something else!" Thomas called after her. "Not against Curtis Trask!"

Amy didn't answer. Didn't look back. Just walked out into the June heat and tried to figure out what the hell she was going to do now that her last option had told her to surrender.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number. She almost didn't answer, but four hundred dollars in her checking account meant she couldn't afford to miss any potential work.

"This is Amy."

"Ms. Broderick." The voice was unfamiliar. Male. Young. "Mr. Trask wanted me to check if you'd reconsidered his offer. Given your... situation."

The cold rage was back. Sharp and clean and absolutely steady.

"You can tell Mr. Trask that my answer hasn't changed," Amy said. "And it's not going to change. Not for fifteen thousand. Not for fifty thousand. Not ever."

"That's unfortunate." The voice lost its professional courtesy. "Mr. Trask really hoped we could resolve this amicably."

"Then Mr. Trask shouldn't have destroyed my truck."

She hung up before the voice could respond. Blocked the number. And stood there in the parking lot of the farmer's market office, holding her coffee and trying to figure out how she was going to survive what came next.

Because Curtis Trask didn't make threats. He didn't waste time on warnings.

If he'd escalated to destroying her truck, that meant he was done playing nice. And Amy had just told him—again—that she wasn't selling.

Which meant things were about to get a lot worse before they got better.

If they got better at all.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


The Bayou Serpents compound sat thirty miles west of New Orleans, hidden in swampland that kept the curious away and the brothers safe. Hammer had been coming here for six months as a prospect, and the place still made something settle in his chest every time he rode through the hidden access road.

Like he'd finally found somewhere he could belong if he proved himself worthy.

The main house rose on stilts above the bayou water, former plantation architecture converted into a clubhouse that sprawled across two acres. Bikes lined the front—chrome gleaming in the afternoon heat—and Hammer parked his Road King at the end of the row. Not with the patched members. Not yet.

He'd earn his place or he wouldn't. Simple as that.

Church was already gathering when he walked in. The brotherhood filed into the meeting room with the kind of casual discipline that came from men who'd spent decades trusting each other with their lives. Hammer waited by the door like he'd been taught, watching the hierarchy sort itself without needing orders.

Gator took the head of the table. President, former mob enforcer, the kind of man who ruled through competence instead of volume. His presence filled the room without him having to speak.

Voodoo settled at his right hand. VP, strategy specialist, eyes that tracked everything and missed nothing.

The rest of the brotherhood filled in around them. Bone. Flood. Roux. Shotgun. Gris-Gris. Preacher. Psycho. Wrench. Cable. Slick. Men who'd broken away from New Orleans crime families to build something different out here in the bayou.

Men Hammer wanted to ride beside if they'd let him.

"Prospects," Gator said.

Hammer stepped forward with the three other men working toward their patches. Stood at attention while Gator studied them with dark eyes that saw too much.

"Cable's been tracking a situation in Houma," Gator said. "Small businesses getting squeezed by some corporate asshole buying up commercial property and forcing sales. Started hearing about it through the hurricane relief network—families we helped rebuild getting hit with bogus violations and vandalism."

Hammer kept his expression neutral, but something sharpened in his chest. He knew about corporate assholes. Had spent a decade doing hurricane reconstruction work, watching developers and contractors prey on desperate people who'd lost everything.

Had walked away from the only trade he knew after breaking his boss's jaw over repair scams that made millionaires out of other people's disasters.

"Got three confirmed incidents this month," Cable continued from his seat halfway down the table. "Seafood truck, catering business, and a food truck this morning. All owned by locals who won't sell their concepts to this bastard. All hit with professional sabotage that destroyed their ability to operate."

"Who's the target?" Voodoo asked.

"Guy named Curtis Trask. Former marketing exec from Baton Rouge, started buying Cajun food businesses five years ago to create some tourist restaurant chain. Now he owns half the commercial property in Houma and uses it to squeeze out anyone who won't sell."

Preacher leaned forward. "We talking about families we've helped?"

"Two of the three victims got hurricane relief through our network," Cable confirmed. "Third one—the food truck from this morning—her family lost their restaurant in a fire three years ago. She's been operating solo, no backing, no protection."

The room went quiet. The kind of silence that meant every brother was thinking the same thing without needing to say it out loud.

Local families being exploited. Vulnerable people with no one to protect them. Everything the Serpents had built themselves to prevent.

"What's the scope?" Gator asked. "This asshole connected to the old families?"

"No crime family ties we can find," Cable said. "Just a businessman who thinks culture's something you can package and sell. Uses legal harassment and property ownership to squeeze targets, hasn't escalated to direct violence yet."

"Yet," Bone muttered. "Sabotaging someone's livelihood is violence."

Agreement rumbled around the table. Hammer felt it in his chest—that recognition that sometimes the most dangerous predators wore suits instead of colors and destroyed lives with paperwork instead of bullets.

Gator's gaze swept the prospects standing at attention. Landed on Hammer and stayed there.

"You've got construction background," Gator said. "Spent a decade doing hurricane rebuilding."

"Yes, sir." Hammer kept his voice level. "Residential and commercial. Roofing, concrete, structural repair. Walked away from it six months ago."

"Why?"

The answer wanted to come out angry. Hammer forced it flat instead. Factual. "Boss was running shoddy repair scams on families who lost everything in Hurricane Laura. Charged them for proper materials, used cheap shit that wouldn't last two years. Made millions while people's homes fell apart around them."

"So you broke his jaw," Voodoo said.

Not a question. The brotherhood had vetted him thoroughly before accepting his prospect application. They knew exactly why he'd walked away from the only trade he'd ever known.

"Yes, sir."

Gator studied him for a long moment. Then: "This situation in Houma needs someone who understands construction, property ownership, how these business operations work. Someone who can assess the threat, identify vulnerabilities, and handle it with patience instead of just walking in and burning everything down."

Hammer's pulse kicked. This was it. The test that would prove whether he had the control for full patch or if he was just another hothead who'd wash out as a prospect.

"You're assigning me the Houma situation," he said.

"You handle this right, it proves you can manage complex operations without letting your temper make decisions." Gator's expression didn't change. "You handle it wrong, we'll know you're not ready for colors yet."

The weight of that settled in Hammer's chest. Six months of prospect work—running errands, proving loyalty, earning trust one task at a time—and this was his chance to show he belonged at this table.

"Understood," Hammer said. "What are my parameters?"

"Protect the local vendors. Eliminate the threat. Keep it regional—no federal attention, no expansion beyond parish boundaries." Gator leaned back in his chair. "And find out if this bastard's just squeezing food trucks or if there's a bigger operation we need to know about."

"Time frame?"

"However long it takes to do it right. Fast enough that more families don't get destroyed. Slow enough that you're thinking instead of reacting."

Hammer nodded once. Clear mission. Reasonable parameters. Exactly the kind of assignment that would prove he could handle patience and violence in equal measure.

"Cable will brief you on what we know so far," Gator continued. "Preacher's got contacts in Houma who might have additional intel. And Hammer—" The president's gaze sharpened. "This food truck owner from this morning. Amy Broderick. She's operating solo, no backing, already refused to sell. That makes her a liability and an asset."

"How so?"

"Liability because Curtis Trask's going to escalate on her. Asset because she's got local knowledge we don't and she's already proven she won't fold under pressure." Gator paused. "You approach this smart, she becomes your best intel source. You approach it wrong, she becomes collateral damage in a fight she can't win alone."

The message was clear. Protect the vulnerable. Use the resources available. And don't let innocent people get caught in the violence that would be coming for Curtis Trask.

Everything Hammer had wanted to do for the last decade while he watched developers and contractors prey on hurricane victims.

"I'll make contact today," Hammer said. "Get her intel on Trask's operation, identify his vulnerabilities, start building our approach."

"Good." Gator's attention shifted to the other prospects. "Rest of you have your assignments. Church dismissed for everyone except patched members."

Hammer filed out with the other prospects, his mind already working through the tactical elements. Food truck destroyed this morning meant Amy Broderick would be at the location assessing damage. He could make contact there, establish himself as someone who understood construction and could help her rebuild.

Use his skills to earn her trust. Use her knowledge to identify Trask's operation. Handle the whole situation with enough patience to prove he deserved his patch.

Simple mission. Complex execution.

Exactly what he needed to show Gator he was more than just fists and fury.

Cable caught up with him before he reached his bike. "Got the full brief if you want details."

"Everything you've got," Hammer said.

They walked to Cable's workshop—a building on stilts near the boat house where the recovery specialist kept his tracking equipment and intel files. Inside, Cable pulled up a digital folder on his laptop.

"Curtis Trask, fifty-two, net worth approximately eight million. Former marketing exec, started buying Cajun food concepts five years ago. Owns forty-three commercial properties in Houma, Thibodaux, and surrounding parishes." Cable scrolled through photos and property records. "Pattern is consistent—identifies successful local food businesses, makes lowball offer, escalates pressure when they refuse."

"What kind of pressure?"

"Legal harassment first. Bogus health inspections, zoning complaints, property violations. Then sabotage if the legal route doesn't work fast enough." Cable pulled up
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