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The prospect's hands were shaking.

Tommy "Dagger" Sampson didn't say a word as he watched Jimmy Molzen fidget in the metal chair, sweat beading on the kid's forehead despite the cool October air flowing through the marina workshop. Twenty-two years old, eager as hell to wear Savage Tide colors, and dumb enough to run his mouth at Murphy's Bar about club business.

Dagger let the silence stretch. Hunters knew patience. The kid would break soon enough.

"You know why you're here," Dagger finally said, his voice carrying the quiet authority that made grown men step back. He leaned against the workbench, arms crossed, dark eyes fixed on the prospect like a wolf studying wounded prey.

"I... I didn't say nothing important, Dagger. Just—"

"Just told some tourist bitch about our security runs." The words came out flat, final. "About which businesses we protect. About when we ride."

Jimmy's face went white. "It wasn't like that, man. She was asking questions about the marina, and I thought—"

"You thought." Dagger pushed off the bench with fluid grace, moving closer. The kid tried to shrink into his chair. "That's your problem, prospect. You thought instead of keeping your fucking mouth shut."

The workshop door opened with a sharp creak. Wrecker stepped inside, the club president's presence filling the space like a storm front. Behind him came Punisher, the VP's cold eyes taking in the scene with tactical precision.

"How we doing here, Dagger?" Wrecker asked, settling his massive frame against the doorway.

"Teaching our prospect about club security." Dagger never took his gaze off Jimmy. "Seems he needs a refresher course on what 'brotherhood' means."

Punisher moved to stand beside the chair, and Jimmy's breathing got faster. "Running your mouth to strangers ain't brotherhood," the VP said, his voice carrying the weight of offshore storms. "It's betrayal."

"I swear I didn't mean—"

"Doesn't matter what you meant." Dagger crouched down until he was eye level with the trembling prospect. Close enough to see the kid's pupils dilated with fear, close enough to smell his terror sweat. "Matters what you did. And what you did was put every brother in this room at risk."

Jimmy's lower lip was actually quivering now. "Please, I'll do anything. I'll make it right."

"You will." Dagger stood slowly, his movements deliberate as deep-water currents. "Strip."

"What?"

"Your cut. Your prospect patch. Everything that says you belong to this club." Each word hit like a hammer blow. "Take it off."

The kid's eyes went wide, darting between the three officers. "No, please. The MC is all I got. My family—"

"Your family?" Wrecker's voice carried the edge of a man who'd built this brotherhood from nothing. "Your family is standing right here, and you just sold us out for a piece of ass."

Jimmy started crying then, ugly sobs that echoed in the metal workshop. But his hands moved to the leather vest, fingers fumbling with the patches he'd worked months to earn.

Dagger felt nothing watching the breakdown. He'd seen too many men crack under pressure—in diving bells when equipment failed, in combat zones when the shooting started. Weakness got people killed. Jimmy Molzen had just proven he was weak.

"I ever see you in our territory again," Dagger said quietly, "I'll feed you to the fucking sharks. That's not a threat, kid. That's physics."

Twenty minutes later, Jimmy was gone, walking barefoot down the marina road in his underwear, everything else left behind. The three officers stood in the workshop, watching through the window as the failed prospect disappeared into the night.

"Harsh," Punisher said, but there was approval in his tone.

"Necessary." Dagger turned to face his brothers. "Can't have loose lips when we're getting heat from multiple directions."

Wrecker nodded grimly. "Speaking of heat—Richardson called earlier. Says there's been 'inquiries' about our operations. Federal-sounding inquiries."

That got Dagger's full attention. Sheriff Richardson was solid, an ex-Marine who understood the difference between justice and the law. If he was worried enough to call, someone with real authority was sniffing around.

"What kind of inquiries?" Dagger asked.

"The kind that come with badges and three-piece suits," Punisher answered. "Asking about our business relationships. Our protection services. How we afford the compound improvements."

Dagger's jaw tightened. They'd worked too hard building their territory to let some government bureaucrats tear it down. The Outer Banks fishing communities depended on Savage Tide protection—from corporate raiders, from legal vultures who destroyed honest families with paperwork, from the kind of developers who turned working waterfronts into tourist traps.

"We need to tighten security," he said. "Full operational discipline. No unnecessary risks."

"Already started." Wrecker pulled out his phone, showing surveillance footage from the marina entrance. "New cameras, motion sensors, the works. But that's just buying us time. If the feds want to make a move..."

He didn't need to finish. They all knew how federal investigations ended for motorcycle clubs. Asset forfeiture, RICO prosecutions, brothers scattered to the wind or buried in federal cages.

"They want a war," Dagger said quietly, "they'll get one. But it'll be fought on our terms, in our territory."

Punisher cracked his knuckles, the sound like breaking bones. "Good. Been too peaceful around here lately."

Wrecker's phone buzzed. He glanced at the screen and smiled—the first genuine smile Dagger had seen from his president in weeks. "Megan's asking when I'm coming home. Woman's got me on a schedule now that she's carrying my kid."

The transformation was instant. The club president became a man devoted to his pregnant wife, protective instincts radiating from him like heat from a forge. It still amazed Dagger how the right woman could change everything for a man. Could make him stronger, more focused, more dangerous when it came to defending what really mattered.

"Get out of here," Dagger said. "We've got security handled."

As his brothers left, Dagger walked to the workshop window overlooking the marina. Moonlight painted the water silver, peaceful as a postcard. But he'd learned long ago that the surface never told the whole story. Beneath those calm waters lay shipwrecks and bones, hunters and prey locked in endless cycles of survival.

Tomorrow would bring new threats, new challenges to the brotherhood he'd sworn to protect. But tonight, the compound was secure. His brothers were safe. The people who depended on them could sleep without fear.

That had to be enough.

For now.

His phone vibrated against his chest. A text from Rig: New employee starting tomorrow. Marina books. Wrecker approved her.

Dagger frowned. They didn't hire strangers, especially not for sensitive work like the marina finances. But if Wrecker had signed off...

Another text: She's running from something. Scared but trying to hide it. Fake ID, but real skills.

Now that was interesting. Someone desperate enough to use false papers but skilled enough to handle their books? Either she was exactly what she claimed, or she was a dangerous enemy—the kind who looked helpless while planning destruction.

Dagger deleted the messages and pocketed his phone. Tomorrow he'd find out which.

He was looking forward to it.
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Lily Tyler stood outside Savage Tide Marine Services at seven in the morning, her last fifty-three dollars folded in her back pocket and her fake ID burning a hole in her purse like a guilty secret. The marina stretched before her in the early October light—weathered docks, fishing boats bobbing on gentle swells, and the kind of honest working atmosphere she hadn't seen since leaving Miami six months ago.

Six months of running, hiding, working cash jobs under assumed names, and sleeping with one eye open. Six months of Carlos Mendoza's shadow following her across three states, his hired hunters always one step behind.

She couldn't run anymore. Her car had started making ominous rattling sounds outside Jacksonville, her savings were nearly gone, and she was tired of being afraid. This place felt different. Solid. The kind of community that might actually stand up to threats instead of just looking the other way.

The marina office was a converted shipping container painted navy blue with white trim, professional but unpretentious. A hand-painted sign read "Savage Tide Marine Services - Boat Repairs, Charters, Storage." Below it in smaller letters: "We Handle Problems."

Those three words made her stomach flutter with something that might have been hope.

The door opened before she could knock. A man emerged, and Lily's breath caught in her throat.

He was tall and lean with the kind of predatory grace that came from years of physical work. Dark hair, darker eyes that seemed to see straight through her carefully constructed lies. Tattoos covered his forearms—intricate maritime designs mixed with symbols she didn't recognize. He wore jeans, work boots, and a black t-shirt that stretched across broad shoulders.

But it was the way he moved that made her take an involuntary step back. Silent. Controlled. Like he was constantly calculating distances and exits and the most efficient ways to eliminate threats.

"You must be the new bookkeeper," he said, his voice carrying the kind of quiet authority that made people pay attention. "I'm Dagger."

Just Dagger. No last name, like he didn't need one.

"Lily," she managed, extending her hand. "Lily Reynolds."

The lie came easily after six months of practice, but something flickered in his dark eyes when she said it. Like he knew she was lying but found it interesting rather than concerning.

His hand engulfed hers—calloused, strong, surprisingly warm. The contact sent electricity up her arm, and she pulled away too quickly.

"You're early," he observed.

"I like to be punctual." Another careful lie. She was early because she'd spent the night in her car in the marina parking lot, too nervous to find a motel room she couldn't afford.

"Good. Follow me."

He led her into the office, and Lily tried not to stare at the way his shoulders filled the doorframe. The interior was larger than it looked from outside—a reception area with marine charts on the walls, filing cabinets that had seen better days, and a desk covered with invoices, work orders, and what looked like financial records in serious need of organization.

"Previous bookkeeper quit last month," Dagger said, settling into a chair behind the desk. "Left everything in a mess. You sure you can handle this?"

Lily moved closer to examine the paperwork, her professional instincts taking over despite her nervousness. Income statements mixed with expense reports, vendor bills sorted by color rather than date, tax documents that should have been filed months ago.

"This isn't a mess," she said, picking up a stack of marine supply invoices. "This is chaos. How have you been operating?"

"Carefully."

Something in his tone made her look up. He was watching her with the intensity of a man studying an opponent, but there was curiosity there too. Like she'd surprised him.

"I can fix this," she said, confidence creeping into her voice for the first time in months. "It'll take some time to sort through everything and set up proper systems, but I can make it work."

"What kind of systems?"

"Digital accounting software, automated invoicing, proper tax preparation. You'll need to separate personal and business expenses, establish better vendor relationships, and create actual budgets instead of just hoping you have enough money for whatever comes up."

She was talking faster now, excited by the challenge despite her circumstances. This was what she was good at—finding order in financial chaos, creating stability from uncertainty.

"You know your shit," Dagger said finally.

"I have a degree in accounting and five years of small business experience." All true, even if the details were carefully edited. "I can provide references if you need them."

Another flicker in those dark eyes. "Won't be necessary. Job pays fifteen an hour, cash, flexible schedule. You start today."

Lily's knees nearly buckled with relief. Legitimate work, steady income, and cash meant no paper trail for anyone hunting her. "Thank you. I won't let you down."

"See that you don't."

He stood up, moving with that same fluid grace, and Lily caught a glimpse of more tattoos disappearing under his shirt. Something that looked like diving equipment mixed with military insignia.

"You running from something, Lily Reynolds?"

The question hit like a physical blow. She'd been so careful, so controlled, but apparently not careful enough. Her hands started to shake, and she clasped them behind her back.

"I don't know what you mean."

"Sure you do." He moved closer, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something clean and masculine that made her think of ocean air and dangerous nights. "Fake name, fake references, enough desperation to take a cash job from strangers. Question is whether you're running from something that's gonna follow you here."

Lily's heart hammered against her ribs. She should run. Should make excuses and disappear before he could ask more questions. But where would she go? How long could she keep running before the fear and exhaustion killed her?

"I'm not dangerous," she said quietly. "I'm just... trying to start over."

"Everyone's dangerous, sweetheart. Question is what kind of dangerous."

The endearment should have offended her, but something in the way he said it made her stomach flutter instead. Not condescending or dismissive, but almost protective. Like he was testing her reactions.

"I won't bring trouble to your business," she said firmly. "I just need a chance to rebuild my life."

Dagger studied her for a long moment, those dark eyes seeming to catalog every detail of her appearance. Her secondhand clothes, her worn shoes, the way she held herself like she was ready to run at any moment.

"Fair enough," he said finally. "But understand something, Lily Reynolds. This marina is under my protection. The people who work here are under my protection. Anyone who threatens what's mine..."

He didn't finish the sentence. He didn't need to. The promise of violence hung in the air between them like a living thing.

"I understand," she whispered.

"Good." His voice gentled slightly. "Coffee's in the break room. Bathrooms are through that door. You need anything, you ask me. Not Rig, not any of the other guys who might come around. Me. Clear?"

The possessive tone sent heat racing through her veins. When was the last time someone had offered to protect her instead of threatening her? When was the last time she'd felt safe enough to even consider trusting someone?

"Clear," she managed.

"Get to work then. I want to see what you can do with this mess."

As he moved toward the door, Lily found her voice. "Dagger?"

He turned back, eyebrows raised.

"Thank you. For the chance."

Something shifted in his expression—surprise, maybe, or approval. "Don't thank me yet, sweetheart. Earn it."

After he left, Lily sank into the desk chair and tried to calm her racing pulse. The man was dangerous, no question about that. The kind of dangerous that attracted trouble like a magnet. But for the first time in six months, she felt something besides fear when she thought about the future.

She felt possibility.

She pulled the first stack of invoices toward her and got to work, trying not to think about the way her skin had tingled when he called her sweetheart, or the way his presence had made her feel protected instead of threatened.

She had bigger problems to worry about than being attracted to her enigmatic new boss.

Carlos Mendoza was still out there, still hunting her. And men like him didn't give up until they got what they wanted.

But maybe, just maybe, she'd finally found somewhere worth fighting for.
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Three hours into her first day, Lily had transformed chaos into something resembling order. She'd sorted the invoices by vendor and date, created a simple spreadsheet to track outstanding payments, and discovered that Savage Tide Marine Services was actually profitable—once you figured out what money belonged where.

She was deep in reconciling their supply account when the office door opened with its familiar creak. Not Dagger's silent entrance—this was heavier, more careless. A man stepped inside, middle-aged and soft around the edges, wearing a wrinkled suit that screamed private investigator.

Lily's blood turned to ice.

"Morning," the man said, flashing a practiced smile that didn't reach his eyes. "I'm looking for information about a young woman who might have come through here recently. Dark hair, about five-four, goes by different names."

Every instinct screamed at her to run, but her legs felt like lead. She'd seen this man before—outside a diner in Savannah two weeks ago, asking the waitress the same kind of questions. One of Mendoza's hunters had found her.

"I'm sorry," she managed, proud that her voice sounded steady. "I just started working here today. I wouldn't know anything about that."

The PI moved closer to the desk, his eyes cataloging her appearance with professional assessment. "Funny thing about this particular woman—she's real good with numbers. Accounting background. Might be looking for bookkeeping work."

Lily's heart hammered against her ribs, but she forced herself to meet his gaze. Six months of running had taught her how to lie under pressure. "Sounds like you should check with the employment office in town. They'd have better records than a marine repair shop."

"Maybe." He pulled out a business card and placed it on the desk. "Name's Frank Foley. If anyone matching that description shows up, there's money in it for whoever calls me. Good money."

The card sat between them like a loaded weapon. Lily stared at it, recognizing the Miami area code that could destroy everything she'd started to build here.

"I'll keep that in mind," she said.

Foley nodded and turned toward the door, then paused. "Nice little setup you got here. Shame if something happened to disrupt it."

The threat was subtle but unmistakable. Lily watched him leave, her hands shaking as she grabbed Foley's card and shoved it into her purse. She needed to run. Now. Before he figured out who she really was and brought Mendoza's full attention down on this place.

She was stuffing her few belongings into her bag when the office door opened again.

Dagger filled the doorway, his dark eyes taking in her panicked movements with predatory focus. "Going somewhere?"

"I have to leave." The words tumbled out in a rush. "I'm sorry, I know I just started, but something came up and I can't stay."

"What came up?"

She couldn't tell him. Couldn't drag him into her nightmare with Mendoza. Men like Carlos didn't just kill their targets—they eliminated everyone who'd helped them, everyone who'd
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