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Nadia Campbell kept her hands steady as she irrigated the gunshot wound, even though her heart was trying to punch through her ribs.

The man on the gurney—mid-thirties, expensive haircut, tailored shirt now soaked with blood—watched her face with sharp eyes that saw too much. She'd worked Miami General's ER for six months, treated dozens of gunshot victims without flinching, built a reputation for ice-cold competence that made gang members and criminals trust her silence.

But this patient was different.

Because she recognized the tattoo on his forearm. Three interlocking circles with a crown, done in that specific shade of navy blue that marked Campbell family soldiers. The same tattoo she'd seen on a dozen men growing up in New York, the same symbol that represented her uncle's iron control over everything he considered his property.

Including her.

"You're good at this, Doc." The soldier's voice carried a heavy Russian accent, too casual for a man with a through-and-through in his shoulder. "Very steady hands. Very calm."

Nadia kept her expression neutral, falling back on years of training—medical school, residency rotations, survival instincts honed from eighteen years in organized crime before she'd finally escaped. "I've had practice."

"I bet you have." His smile was knowing, predatory. "Pretty little doctor, all alone in Florida. Must get lonely, being so far from family."

Her pulse spiked but she kept her movements smooth, placing another suture with perfect precision. Don't react. Don't confirm. Maybe he's fishing, maybe he doesn't actually know—

"Your uncle sends his regards, Nadia."

Ice flooded her veins.

Six months. She'd had six months of freedom, six months of building a new life where she wasn't Dominic Campbell's niece and prized possession, wasn't the brilliant medical student groomed to legitimize the family through her career and marriage to Nathan. Six months of thinking she'd actually gotten away.

She tied off the final suture with fingers that wanted to shake. "I think you have me confused with someone else."

"Nadia Campbell." The soldier's smile widened. "Columbia Medical School, top of your class. Relocated to Miami six months ago after a very... sudden departure from New York. Uncle Dominic was disappointed you left without saying goodbye. Family is everything, you know. Blood is sacred."

Nadia peeled off her gloves and dropped them in the biohazard bin, buying herself three seconds to lock down the panic trying to claw up her throat. She'd known this moment would come eventually—Dominic never let anyone leave the family, certainly not the niece he'd spent twenty years molding into the perfect trophy wife for his lieutenant.

But she'd hoped for more time. Maybe a year. Maybe enough time to disappear completely, change her name again, vanish into some small town where organized crime didn't have reaches.

Stupid. Dominic's reach extended across the entire East Coast, possibly beyond. Of course he'd found her.

"You should rest," she said, her voice perfectly professional. "The wound will heal cleanly if you follow the aftercare instructions. No heavy lifting for two weeks."

"I'll tell Mr. Campbell you send your love." The soldier sat up, moving with ease despite the fresh bullet wound. Professional. Military training. Exactly the kind of enforcer Dominic kept on payroll. "He's very eager to see you again. Arrange a proper reunion. Family dinner, maybe. You always did love his Sunday dinners."

Nadia had hated those dinners—three hours of watching her uncle orchestrate his empire while she sat silent and obedient, the perfect niece who understood her role in his plans. But she didn't say that. Didn't say anything as the soldier slid off the gurney and accepted his discharge papers from the nurse.

He paused at the curtain, intense eyes locked on her face. "He'll be in touch very soon, Dr. Campbell. Uncle Dominic doesn't like waiting."

Then he was gone, disappearing into the chaos of the ER like he'd never been there at all.

Nadia stood frozen for ten seconds—counted them off, a trick from medical school for managing panic attacks—then forced herself to move. She logged the patient discharge with shaking fingers, her mind already racing through contingency plans she'd prepared but never thought she'd actually need.

Her apartment lease was month-to-month. Her car was paid in cash, registered under her new legal name. She had emergency go-bags packed in her closet, sixty thousand in cash split between three banks, and a burner phone with exactly two contacts—a forger in Atlanta who could create new documents, and a lawyer in Seattle who specialized in witness protection cases.

She could run. Again.

Leave tonight, drive north to Atlanta, get new papers by morning. Be someone else in a different city, start over for the third time in six years.

But even as she considered it, bitter reality settled in her chest like lead. Dominic had found her once. He'd find her again. And running just delayed the inevitable—because her uncle didn't accept defiance, didn't tolerate anyone leaving his control. He'd hunt her to the ends of the earth if necessary, burn down entire cities to prove that no one escaped the Campbell family.

Not his niece. Not his property.

The realization felt like drowning.

She had two choices: keep running forever, or stand and fight. And Nadia was so goddamn tired of running.

Her shift ended at two AM. She walked through the ER on autopilot, checking patients and signing charts while her brain worked through the impossible math of survival. Fighting meant resources—money, protection, connections. She had the first. The second and third were problems.

Because you couldn't fight organized crime alone. Even with her medical skills and inside knowledge of Dominic's operations, she was one woman against a machine that had crushed stronger people than her. She needed muscle. Professional violence to counter his professional violence.

But where the hell did you find that kind of help in Miami?

The answer hit her as she was reviewing a trauma case near the nurses' station. The motorcycle club. The one the ER nurses whispered about, the dangerous men with territorial claims and outlaw reputations who sometimes brought injured brothers in for treatment. The Gator Kings.

She'd treated three of them over the past six months. Gunshot wounds, stab wounds, injuries from bar fights and territorial disputes. They never explained the damage, never filed police reports, just paid cash and disappeared back into whatever violent world they inhabited.

Exactly the kind of men who understood that sometimes violence was the only solution.

Nadia grabbed her bag from her locker and headed for the parking garage, mind made up even though the decision felt like stepping off a cliff. She didn't know if the Gator Kings would help her. Didn't know if they'd even listen before telling her to handle her own problems.

But it was the only play she had left.

The parking garage was nearly empty at 2 AM, her sedan visible three levels up under harsh fluorescent lights. Nadia kept her keys ready, hyper-aware of every shadow and sound the way she'd learned growing up around criminals who specialized in making people disappear.

She was halfway to the stairwell when four men stepped out from behind a concrete pillar.

The Russian soldier from earlier stood in front, his shoulder bandaged under a fresh black shirt. Behind him, three more men in tactical clothing—coordinated, efficient, the kind of muscle Dominic deployed for important retrievals.

"Dr. Campbell." The soldier's smile was chilling. "Mr. Campbell would like you to come with us. We can do this the easy way, or we can make it difficult. Your choice."

Nadia's hand tightened on her keys, adrenaline flooding her system with fight-or-flight chemicals that made everything too bright, too sharp. Four trained soldiers versus one exhausted doctor. Not good odds.

"And if I refuse?"

"Then we start with the hospital." Another man spoke, accent thick and Slavic. "Fire in the ER. Terrible tragedy. All those patients, all those nurses. So many people who can't run."

Ice flooded her veins. Dominic's signature move—threaten innocent people to force compliance. He'd done it a hundred times, burned down businesses and homes to prove his point. Of course he'd do it now.

"The family takes care of its own," the first soldier continued, stepping closer. "Uncle Dominic just wants to talk. Explain why running was... unwise. Help you understand your responsibilities."

Her responsibilities. Code for ownership. For the marriage she'd refused, the life she'd escaped, the future Dominic had planned where she existed as his perfect niece and Nathan's obedient wife.

Nadia opened her mouth to answer—to agree, to buy time, to do whatever kept innocent people alive—when a motorcycle engine roared through the parking garage like rolling thunder.

The soldiers spun toward the sound as a massive bike appeared from the exit ramp, chrome gleaming under fluorescent lights. The rider was huge—six-three, broad shoulders, wearing a leather vest with patches that read GATOR KINGS MC across the back.

He stopped the bike twenty feet away and killed the engine, the sudden silence somehow more threatening than the roar had been.

Then he swung off the motorcycle and started walking toward them with the kind of calm that preceded extreme violence.
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Jackknife had been home for exactly forty-eight hours when Python called the meeting.

He was unpacking the last box in his cabin—truck route maps and logbooks he'd kept from fifteen years on the road—when his phone buzzed with the summons. Three years handling East Coast operations for the club, and the first thing waiting for him back in Florida was trouble.

Felt about right.

The compound was alive with activity when he rolled up. Gator and Sawgrass were working on bikes near the garage, Panther stood watch by the gate, and Reaper was hauling supplies toward the main building. The brotherhood moved with purpose, that familiar rhythm Jackknife had missed while he'd been running logistics from hotel rooms and truck stops across a dozen states.

Being alone got old fast. He'd learned that the hard way.

"Jack!" Sawgrass called out, wiping grease off his hands. "Heard you're back for good this time."

"That's the plan."

"Python wants everyone inside," Gator added, his tone carrying weight. "We got a situation."

Jackknife followed them into the main hall where the rest of the brotherhood was gathering. Python stood at the head of the table, arms crossed, wearing the expression that meant someone had pushed into Gator Kings territory without permission.

Swamp arrived last, moving with the quiet authority that made men follow him into hell without question. The President didn't waste time once everyone was assembled.

"We got organized crime moving into our area," Swamp said. "Not local gangs. Real players with resources and discipline."

Python pulled up photos on the tablet, spreading them across the table. "Spotted four vehicles with New York plates near the port yesterday. Eastern European crew based on the surveillance footage. They're not tourists."

Jackknife studied the images. Expensive SUVs, men in tailored clothes who moved with military precision. Not the usual criminal element that drifted through South Florida chasing drug routes or quick money.

"They connected to the Volkov operation we shut down last year?" Cypress asked.

"Different family," Python replied. "These guys are Campbell organization. Old-school mob with waterfront control from Boston to Virginia. They don't expand south without serious motivation."

"Motivation like what?" Panther leaned forward, interest sharp in his eyes.

"That's what we need to find out." Swamp's gaze swept the room. "Python's running surveillance on their movements. Sawgrass, I want logistics mapped—where they're staying, what routes they're using. Gator, coordinate with the charters. If they came by water, Rosa's people will know."

The brotherhood moved into action mode, each man falling into his role with the kind of synchronization that came from years of bleeding together. Jackknife felt the familiar pull—the need to contribute, to handle his piece of the puzzle, to prove his value to the family he'd chosen over blood.

"Jack." Python's voice cut through the planning. "You spent three years running our East Coast connections. You know these families?"

"Heard of the Campbells." Jackknife pulled up memories from truck stops and warehouse deals, conversations with contacts who operated in the gray zones between legitimate business and criminal enterprise. "They're serious players. Control shipping and unions across five states. Old money, old connections. They don't move without a target."

"So what's the target?" Reaper asked.

"That's the question." Python's jaw tightened. "They're being careful. Professional surveillance patterns, rotating vehicles, using counter-tracking protocols. These aren't soldiers—they're specialists."

Swamp's expression hardened. "If they're in our territory, they're our problem. I want eyes on every hospital, every business under our protection. They threaten our people, we respond with extreme prejudice."

The brotherhood murmured agreement. This was what the Gator Kings did—protected their own, eliminated threats, maintained order in their territory through violence when necessary. Jackknife had missed this clarity during his years on the road, handling complex logistics that required negotiation and patience instead of direct action.

"Doc Shaw's at Miami General tonight," Gator said. "She usually leaves around two. We should have someone watching the garage."

Python nodded. "I'll coordinate—"

"I'll handle it." The words came out before Jackknife could think them through, but once they were out there, he owned them. "I'm heading that way anyway. Need to pick up supplies from the medical depot near the hospital."

It wasn't entirely a lie. He did need supplies. But the real reason was simpler—he'd been stationary for two days and his skin was starting to itch with the need to move, to be useful, to prove he wasn't just another brother taking up space.

Three
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