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The bullet shattered the warehouse window three inches from Cassidy Lynch's head.

Glass exploded across the grimy floor as she dove behind a stack of shipping crates, her heart slamming against her ribs. The missing persons file she'd been photographing scattered in the chaos—another dead end that wasn't so dead after all.

"Should've minded your own business, bitch!" Detective James Burton's voice echoed through the abandoned waterfront building. "Captain Hetfield gave you fair warning."

Cassidy's breathing turned shallow as footsteps crunched over broken glass. Three men, maybe four. All armed. All here because she'd gotten too close to the truth about why every missing woman case she investigated mysteriously disappeared from police files.

Her Glock felt solid in her grip, but she was outnumbered and trapped. The back exit led straight to the canal—nowhere to run except into black water that probably held more bodies than the county morgue.

"Cassidy Lynch, private investigator," Burton called out, his voice getting closer. "Specializes in finding people who don't want to be found. Problem is, some people are better off lost."

She pressed her back against the crate, mind racing. Three months of dead ends suddenly made perfect sense. The girls weren't missing—they were being trafficked. And every time she got close to finding them, corrupt cops made sure the trail went cold.

The sound of an airboat's engine roared across the water outside.

Burton cursed. "Who the hell—"

The warehouse's side door exploded inward with a crash that shook the entire building. Through the smoke and splinters stepped a man who looked like he could tear apart the world with his bare hands.

Six-foot-four of pure muscle and menace, wearing a leather cut with "PROSPECT" stitched across the bottom. Dark hair, darker eyes that swept the scene and locked onto her hiding spot with hunter's intensity. When those eyes met hers, something electric shot straight through her core.

"Lady's got herself some trouble," the prospect said, his voice carrying the kind of calm that meant someone was about to die. "Don't like trouble in my territory."

Burton spun toward the newcomer, gun raised. "This is police business. Walk away."

The prospect smiled, and it was the most terrifying thing Cassidy had ever seen.

"Tony 'Hurricane' Valencia," he said conversationally. "Coast Guard trained me to rescue people from bad situations." His hand moved to the weapon at his hip in one fluid motion. "These days, I handle the bad situations directly."

"You're that psycho prospect from the Gator Kings," Burton snarled. "Club's got no jurisdiction here."

Hurricane's laugh was pure ice. "Jurisdiction? Brother, this is Everglades territory. My brothers and I own everything from here to the Gulf." His eyes never left Burton's face. "Including whatever threatens our interests."

Two more gunmen stepped out from behind shipping containers, weapons trained on Hurricane. He didn't even twitch.

"Three against one," Burton sneered. "Even prospects can count."

"Three against one would be unfair," Hurricane agreed. Then his voice dropped to a whisper that somehow carried across the entire warehouse. "For you."

Cassidy's pulse thundered as she watched him move. She'd investigated dozens of violent men in her career, but this prospect radiated the kind of controlled brutality that made smart people run the other way.

Instead, she found herself leaning forward, drawn to that icy calm like a moth to flame.

"Lady stays where she is," Hurricane continued, still focused on Burton. "Rest of you boys can choose. Walk away and pretend this never happened." His hand settled on his gun grip. "Or find out why they call me Hurricane."

One of Burton's men shifted nervously. "Maybe we should—"

"Shut up," Burton snapped. "He's one man."

"One man who specializes in search and rescue," Hurricane said pleasantly. "Difference is, these days I rescue people from threats like you. Permanently."

The tension stretched tight as a wire. Cassidy could feel it crackling through the air, along with something else—something that made her skin flush and her chest tighten every time Hurricane's gaze flicked her direction.

Mine, his eyes seemed to say. Mine to protect.

Burton's gun hand trembled slightly. "This isn't over. The captain—"

"Can kiss my ass," Hurricane finished. "Along with any other corrupt pieces of shit trying to operate in my territory."

That's when Burton made his fatal mistake. Instead of backing down, he swung his weapon toward Cassidy.

Hurricane moved like his namesake—devastating, unstoppable, and utterly without mercy.

The first shot took Burton center mass before he could pull his trigger. The second dropped one of his men before the body hit the ground. The third gunman got off a wild shot that went wide before Hurricane put him down with surgical precision.

Three seconds. Three dead men. Three perfect kills.

The warehouse fell silent except for the sound of Cassidy's ragged breathing and the gentle lapping of water against the pier outside.

Hurricane holstered his weapon and turned those dark eyes on her. When he stepped closer, she could see the focused intensity that made him deadly—and the claiming heat that made her core clench with need.

"You hurt?" His voice was rougher now, edged with something that sounded like barely controlled fury.

She shook her head, not trusting her voice. Standing this close to him, she could smell leather and gunpowder and something fundamentally male that made every feminine instinct she owned sit up and beg.

"Good." His hand came up to cup her jaw, thumb brushing across her cheekbone with surprising gentleness. "Because I got questions, and I need you alive to answer them."

The touch sent fire racing through her veins. This close, she could see gold flecks in his dark eyes, could feel the coiled power in the way he held himself. Like a weapon at rest.

"Questions about what?" she managed.

"About why corrupt cops are trying to kill a private investigator in my territory." His thumb traced her lower lip, making her breath catch. "About why you're investigating missing women who keep disappearing from police files."

Her heart stopped. "How did you—"

"Been watching you for weeks, Cassidy Lynch." The way he said her name made her shiver. "Smart woman asking the right questions. Too bad you're asking them in all the wrong places."

Before she could respond, his hand moved from her face to her hip, pulling her against his solid chest. The contact made her gasp, made heat pool low in her belly.

"Here's what's going to happen," he murmured against her ear, his breath making her skin tingle. "You're coming with me. My territory, my protection. Because those dead assholes have friends, and they're going to want revenge."

"I don't need—"

"Yeah, you do." His grip tightened with raw ownership. "Lady who fights traffickers in my backyard definitely needs what I'm offering."

Traffickers. So he knew exactly what she'd stumbled into.

"Which is?" she whispered.

Hurricane's smile was pure alpha claiming his prey. "Everything."

The sound of approaching engines cut through the night air. More boats, more men, more trouble heading their way.

Hurricane's expression shifted into combat mode, but his hand never left her hip. "Time to go, sweetheart. Unless you want to explain to Captain Hetfield's other boys why their friends are decorating the warehouse floor."

He was right. She was in way over her head, and this ruthless prospect with the territorial smile was her only way out.

"Your airboat?" she asked.

"Fast enough to outrun anything they've got." He steered her toward the blown-out door, his body shielding hers from potential threats. "Question is, you trust me enough to find out?"

Trust him? She'd known him for five minutes and he'd already killed three men to protect her. But something in his eyes, something in the way he touched her like she belonged to him, made the answer easy.

"Yes."

Hurricane's grin was pure satisfaction. "Smart woman. Now let's see if you can hold on tight enough to survive the ride."
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Hurricane's airboat cut through the black water like a blade, Cassidy pressed tight against his back as cypress trees blurred past in the moonlight. Her arms wrapped around his waist, fingers digging into his leather cut every time he took a sharp turn to avoid the searchlights behind them.

Three boats. Maybe four. Captain Hetfield's boys were persistent, he'd give them that.

"They're gaining!" Cassidy shouted over the engine noise.

"No, they're not," Hurricane called back, gunning the throttle harder. The airboat leaped forward, skimming over water too shallow for their pursuers' heavier boats. "Welcome to my backyard, sweetheart."

He felt her body mold against his as they hit a particularly rough patch, her breasts pressing into his spine. The contact sent heat straight to his cock, even with bullets flying and corrupt cops on their tail. This woman was already under his skin, and he'd known her for all of twenty minutes.

The Gator Kings compound came into view ahead—a sprawling collection of cabins and workshops hidden deep in protected Everglades territory. Security lights illuminated the dock as Hurricane brought the airboat alongside the pier with practiced ease.

"Home sweet home," he said, cutting the engine. The sudden silence felt deafening after the chase.

Cassidy slid off the boat, her legs unsteady on the wooden dock. Hurricane caught her elbow, steadying her with a grip that lingered longer than necessary. Even in the dim light, he could see the adrenaline flush in her cheeks, the way her chest rose and fell with each rapid breath.

"They'll follow us here," she said, scanning the water behind them.

"Let them try." Hurricane's smile was all teeth. "See those lights out there? Motion sensors. Cameras. And about fifteen armed brothers who don't take kindly to uninvited guests."

As if summoned by his words, Swamp Castellanos emerged from the main clubhouse, his pregnant wife Isabella close behind. The club president moved with the kind of authority that came from years of commanding both park rangers and outlaw bikers.

"Hurricane," Swamp's voice carried easily across the compound. "Bringing home strays again?"

"This one's different," Hurricane replied, his hand moving to the small of Cassidy's back in a gesture that clearly marked her as his. "Cassidy Lynch, private investigator. Someone's trying real hard to make sure she stops investigating missing women."

Swamp's expression sharpened. "Trafficking?"

"That'd be my guess." Hurricane felt Cassidy tense under his touch. "Dead cops in a warehouse, more coming our way. Lady's got herself into the kind of trouble that needs MC attention."

Isabella stepped forward, her dark eyes assessing Cassidy with professional interest. "You're the investigator who's been asking questions about the Martinelli girl. And Sarah Kim."

Cassidy's head snapped up. "You know about them?"

"Dr. Isabella Cruz," Isabella introduced herself. "I treat trauma cases at the regional medical center. Girls who manage to escape trafficking operations sometimes end up in my care." She paused. "The ones who don't end up in warehouses often disappear from police files."

"Because corrupt cops are protecting the traffickers," Cassidy said, her voice tight with anger. "Every case I get close to solving gets buried by Detective Burton or his friends."

"Had," Hurricane corrected, his arm sliding around her waist. "Burton's not burying anything anymore."

Swamp raised an eyebrow. "You took out Burton?"

"Him and two of his boys. They were about to eliminate my woman here." The possessive words came out naturally, like Hurricane had been calling her his for years instead of minutes.

Cassidy stiffened in his arms. "I'm not your—"

"Yeah, you are." Hurricane's grip tightened, pulling her fully against his side. "Moment you accepted my protection, you became mine to keep safe. That's how this works."

"I didn't accept anything," she shot back, fire sparking in her green eyes. "You rescued me. That doesn't make me your property."

Hurricane's grin was pure predator appreciating worthy prey. "Sweetheart, you wrapped those arms around me and held on tight during a high-speed chase through hostile territory. You trusted me to get you out alive." His voice dropped to a possessive growl. "That makes you mine."

Swamp chuckled, sharing an amused look with his wife. "Looks like our prospect's got himself a feisty one."

"Feisty's putting it mildly," Hurricane muttered, but his tone held approval rather than irritation. He liked that she had backbone. Made the eventual claiming that much sweeter.

"The important question," Isabella interjected, "is what kind of trafficking operation you've stumbled into. The girls I've treated... they're not street-level prostitution. This is organized, sophisticated. Someone with serious connections protecting it."

Cassidy nodded grimly. "Police Captain David Hetfield. He's been systematically shutting down investigations, reassigning detectives, burying evidence. I have documentation—"

"Had documentation," Hurricane corrected. "Your office got tossed three hours ago. Computer hard drives, files, everything."

The color drained from Cassidy's face. "How do you know that?"

"Because I've been keeping an eye on you for weeks," Hurricane admitted without shame. "Smart woman asking dangerous questions in my territory gets my attention. Good thing, too, or you'd be dead in that warehouse."

"You've been watching me?" Her voice rose dangerously.

"Protecting you," Hurricane shot back. "Big difference."

"Without my knowledge or consent!"

"Lady, if I'd waited for your permission, you'd be fish food right now." Hurricane's patience was starting to fray. "This is Everglades territory. My job is to know about threats before they become problems."

"I'm not a threat!"

"No, but the people trying to kill you sure as hell are." Hurricane stepped closer, using his size to crowd her space. "And that makes you my responsibility."

Cassidy lifted her chin, meeting his intimidation tactic with steel in her spine. "I can take care of myself."

"Like you were doing in that warehouse?" Hurricane's voice turned silky with menace. "Three armed men, one exit, and you pinned down behind a crate. Real impressive self-defense there, sweetheart."

Her palm cracked across his cheek hard enough to snap his head sideways.

The compound went dead silent. Even the insects seemed to pause their nighttime chorus.

Hurricane slowly turned his face back to hers, his dark eyes blazing with something that might have been fury or might have been arousal. Possibly both.

"Feel better?" he asked conversationally.

"Much," Cassidy replied, though her hand was trembling slightly.

"Good." Hurricane's smile was razor-sharp. "Because that's the last time you raise a hand to me. Ever."

The threat hung in the air between them, electric and dangerous. Cassidy's breathing quickened, but she didn't back down. "Or what?"

"Or I'll put you over my knee and teach you the difference between a man who means to hurt you and one who means to claim you." Hurricane's voice was whiskey-rough with promise. "And trust me, baby, you'll know the difference."

Heat flashed in Cassidy's eyes—anger and something else that made Hurricane's cock throb against his jeans. This woman was going to be the death of him, and he was looking forward to every minute of it.

"Alright, that's enough foreplay," Swamp interrupted, though his tone was amused. "Hurricane, get your woman settled in the guest cabin. Isabella, see what medical attention she needs. We'll debrief in the morning."

"I'm not staying here," Cassidy protested, but her voice lacked conviction.

"Yeah, you are," Hurricane said firmly. "Your apartment's been compromised, your office is trashed, and Captain Hetfield has every cop in the county looking for you. This compound is the only safe place for a hundred miles."

"What about my cases? My clients?"

"What about staying
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