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The marina office smelled like coffee, diesel fuel, and the approaching storm that had every weather app on Nikki Rose's phone screaming warnings. She ignored them all, focused instead on reconciling the fuel invoices that refused to balance no matter how many times she ran the numbers.

Ten thirty on a Tuesday night, and she was still here because Captain Morrison's commercial rig had burned through twice the fuel it should have on last week's run. Either his engine was shot to hell, or someone was siphoning diesel and selling it on the side.

Nikki rubbed her eyes and reached for her lukewarm coffee. Through the office window, she could see the security lights casting shadows across the docks where forty-seven boats bobbed in their slips. She knew every single one—the owners, the maintenance schedules, which captains ran honest operations and which ones cut corners.

This marina was hers. Not on paper, maybe, but in every way that mattered.

The sound of boots on the dock planks made her look up. Three men were walking through her marina like they owned it, and the way they moved—purposeful, coordinated—sent ice down her spine despite the humid North Carolina night.

Nikki was out of her chair and through the office door before they could disappear between the boat slips.

"Can I help you gentlemen?" She kept her voice level, professional. "Marina's closed for the night."

The man in front turned, and Nikki's pulse kicked up. He had the kind of face that belonged on a wanted poster—sharp features, cold eyes, and a smile that promised violence. Predatory, calculated. The two men flanking him looked like they spent their free time breaking kneecaps for fun.

"Nikki Rose." He said her name like he'd been planning this conversation. "Harbor master, marina manager, and way too goddamn curious for your own good."

"And you are?"

"Tony Vegas." He gestured to the boats around them. "Nice operation you got here. Real family atmosphere. Lot of hardworking fishermen trying to make an honest living."

The way he said "honest" made Nikki's hands curl into fists.

"What do you want, Mr. Vegas?"

"See, that's what I like about you, Nikki. Straight to business." Tony pulled out his phone, swiped through a few screens, then turned it toward her. "Recognize this boat?"

The Sea Prophet. Captain Anderson's forty-footer. He'd bought it six months ago after saving for fifteen years.

"What about it?"

"Captain Anderson's gonna do some freelance work for us. Transportation services. Special cargo, offshore pickups, that kind of thing." Tony's smile widened. "And before you start getting ideas about calling the Coast Guard or playing hero, you should know that Captain Anderson's got three kids in middle school. Real sweet family. Be a shame if something happened to them."

Nikki's stomach turned to ice. "You're using fishing boats to smuggle drugs."

"I'm using available maritime resources to run a logistics operation. Don't really give a shit what you call it." Tony gestured to the docks. "We've already got six captains signed up for the program. Real cooperative once we explained the benefits of participation."

"And the consequences of refusal?"

"You're a smart girl. I'm sure you can figure it out." Tony stepped closer, and his two enforcers moved to flank her. "Here's the thing, Nikki. We need someone with your expertise. Someone who knows every boat in this harbor, every captain, every schedule. Someone who can coordinate our operations without drawing attention."

"Go to hell."

Tony's smile vanished. "See, I was hoping you'd be reasonable. Because if you're not part of the solution, you're part of the problem. And we handle problems permanently."

One of the enforcers—a mountain of muscle with tattoos crawling up his neck—cracked his knuckles. The sound echoed across the quiet marina.

"Think about Captain Anderson's kids," Tony said. "Think about old man Chavez and his grandson who crews for him. Think about the Martinez family—mom, dad, and four daughters all working their tails off to keep their boat running. You really want to be responsible for what happens to them?"

Nikki's mind raced. She couldn't call the authorities—not if these bastards had already threatened families. But she also couldn't just hand over her marina to drug smugglers.

"I need time to think."

"Sure. You've got until Friday." Tony pulled out a business card and tucked it into her shirt pocket, his fingers lingering just long enough to make his point. "Call me when you're ready to be smart about this. Or don't call, and we'll have a very different conversation."

He turned to leave, then paused. "Oh, and Nikki? Don't even think about running to the cops. We've got friends in the sheriff's department, the DEA, even the goddamn Coast Guard. You make noise, and those fishing families you care so much about? They'll pay the price."

Nikki watched them disappear into the darkness beyond the security lights, her whole body shaking with rage and fear.

She went back into her office and locked the door, then pulled out her phone. Her first instinct was to call 911, but Tony's words echoed in her head. Friends in law enforcement. How many? How high up?

She couldn't risk it. Not with families' lives on the line.

Nikki spent the next two hours going through her boat registrations and maintenance logs, identifying which captains had probably already been pressured into cooperation. Captain Anderson. The Garrett brothers. Old man Chavez. The Martinez family. Two more she couldn't be certain about.

Six boats. Six families living in fear because drug smugglers had decided her marina was the perfect distribution point.

By the time she finally left the office at one in the morning, Nikki had made a decision. She couldn't fight these bastards alone, and she couldn't trust the authorities. But she knew someone who might help.

The Savage Tide MC had a reputation for protecting their territory and the working families in it. They were dangerous, violent men who operated outside the law—but they also didn't tolerate anyone threatening the coastal communities they considered theirs.

Nikki climbed into her beat-up Honda and started the engine. She'd heard the MC president's woman, Megan Boyer, did property law. Maybe there was a legal angle. Or maybe Nikki was about to make the biggest mistake of her life by asking a motorcycle club for help against drug smugglers.

Either way, she couldn't sit back and watch these families get destroyed.

The drive home took fifteen minutes through empty streets. Nikki lived in a small apartment above a bait shop, close enough to the marina that she could be there in five minutes if something went wrong. Tonight, that proximity felt more like a target painted on her back.

She was halfway up the stairs when she heard the motorcycle.

The engine rumble was distinctive—a Harley, and from the sound of it, someone who knew how to ride. Nikki turned to see a single headlight cutting through the darkness, slowing as it approached her building.

The rider killed the engine and swung off the bike in one smooth motion. He was tall, broad-shouldered, wearing a leather vest with patches she couldn't quite make out in the dim light.

"Nikki Rose?" His voice was deep, rough around the edges.

"Who's asking?"

"Name's Diesel. Savage Tide MC." He moved closer, and the streetlight caught his face—strong jaw, intense eyes, and the kind of lethal edge that suggested he could handle himself in a fight. "We heard you might have some trouble down at the marina."

Nikki's breath caught. "How did you—"

"Captain Anderson's wife called the clubhouse tonight. Said her husband came home scared shitless about some drug runners threatening their family." Diesel's expression hardened. "We protect our territory. That includes the families working these docks."

Relief flooded through Nikki so fast it made her dizzy. "They're using the marina for smuggling operations. Tony Vegas and at least six other men. They've already pressured half a dozen captains into cooperation by threatening their families."

"How many families?"

"Six that I know of. Could be more." Nikki descended the stairs until she was standing a few feet from him. "They want me to coordinate their operations. Provide schedules, boat information, help them move their product without detection."

Diesel's jaw tightened. "What did you tell them?"

"To go to hell. But they gave me until Friday to change my answer." Nikki met his eyes. "I can't let them destroy these families. These are good people trying to make honest livings."

"They won't." The certainty in Diesel's voice sent a different kind of shiver through her. "You're under Savage Tide protection now. Which means those drug-running bastards just declared war on the wrong fucking territory."

He pulled out his phone and made a quick call. "Wrecker. Got a situation at the harbor. Drug smugglers threatening fishing families, trying to use the marina for distribution... Yeah, she's the manager... Six families so far... Friday deadline." A pause. "Copy that."

Diesel ended the call and looked at Nikki. "Pack a bag. You're coming with me to the compound. It's not safe for you here."

"I can't just abandon the marina—"

"You can't protect anyone if you're dead." His tone left no room for argument. "These bastards threatened families and tried to intimidate you. That means they're serious. You need to be somewhere they can't get to you while we figure out how to eliminate this threat."

Nikki wanted to argue, but the memory of Tony Vegas's cold smile and casual menace stopped her. She'd been in over her head the moment those men stepped onto her docks.

"Give me five minutes."

She ran up to her apartment and threw essentials into a duffel bag—clothes, toiletries, her laptop with all the marina files. When she came back down, Diesel was leaning against his bike, scanning the street like he expected trouble.

"We're taking your car," he said. "I'll have one of my brothers pick up my bike later. Can't have you on the back in case we need to move fast."

Nikki tossed him her keys, and they climbed into her Honda. Diesel adjusted the seat to accommodate his larger frame, then pulled out of the parking lot with the kind of controlled precision that suggested he'd done tactical driving before.

"Tell me everything," he said as they headed toward the highway. "Start with when they first showed up and don't leave anything out."

So Nikki told him. About Tony Vegas and his enforcers, the threatened families, the timeline, the implication that law enforcement was compromised. Diesel listened without interrupting, his expression growing darker with every detail.

"They're using classic intimidation tactics," he said when she finished. "Threaten the families, compromise the management, control the infrastructure. It's effective because it isolates the targets and makes them feel helpless."

"I felt pretty goddamn helpless."

"You're not helpless. You're smart enough to know you need backup." Diesel glanced at her. "That took courage."

"Or desperation."

"Same thing, sometimes."

They drove in silence for a few minutes, leaving the marina district behind. Nikki studied Diesel's profile in the dashboard lights—the hard line of his jaw, the focused intensity in his eyes, the way his hands gripped the steering wheel with confident control.

"Why did they send you?" she asked.

"I'm a prospect. This is the kind of situation where I prove myself—protecting territory and families from outside threats." His mouth quirked. "Plus I've got construction and boat maintenance experience. Figured I might be useful at a marina."

"You know boats?"

"Worked as a boat mechanic for three years before I joined the club. Construction before that." Diesel took an exit that led away from town. "I know my way around engines, hulls, and the kind of modifications smugglers make to fishing boats for drug running."

Nikki felt something ease in her chest. "So you understand why I can't just let them destroy this operation. These families depend on honest work."

"I understand." His voice was quiet, intense. "And I promise you, Nikki—those bastards aren't going to touch your marina or those families. We'll make sure of it."

The certainty in his words, the protective edge in his tone, made Nikki's pulse kick up for entirely different reasons than fear. Diesel wasn't just offering help—he was offering himself as a shield between her and the threat.

It should have felt patronizing or controlling. Instead, it felt like salvation wrapped in leather and danger.

"Where are we going?" she asked.

"Savage Tide compound. Converted marina complex—we've got secure quarters, and the whole brotherhood will be there to coordinate our response." Diesel glanced at her again. "You'll be safe. I'll make sure of it."

Nikki believed him. Which was either the smartest decision she'd made all night, or the most reckless.

She suspected it was both.
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Diesel had been sitting in the prospect meeting for exactly forty-seven minutes when his phone buzzed with a text from Mrs. Anderson. Three words that changed everything: They threatened us.

He glanced at Wrecker, who was mid-sentence about territorial patrols, and weighed his options. Interrupting the president during a meeting was a good way to get his ass kicked back to square one. But if drug runners were threatening families in their territory, waiting could get people killed.

Diesel raised his hand.

Wrecker stopped talking and fixed him with a look that could strip paint off a boat hull. "This better be good, prospect."

"Got a text from Captain Anderson's wife. Says someone threatened their family tonight." Diesel held up his phone. "Short version is drug smugglers are moving into the marina, pressuring fishing families into running product."

The temperature in the room dropped about twenty degrees.

Punisher leaned forward, his scarred knuckles resting on the table. "Which marina?"

"Rose Harbor. The one Nikki Rose manages." Diesel had done his homework after meeting her briefly at a community cookout last month. Smart woman, fierce about protecting the families who depended on her docks. "Mrs. Anderson says these bastards showed up tonight with guns and threats. Told her husband he either cooperates or his kids pay the price."

Dagger's expression went flat and cold. "How many families?"

"Don't know yet. But if they're hitting the Andersons, they're probably working through the whole harbor." Diesel met Wrecker's eyes. "Someone needs to get eyes on this situation before it escalates."

Wrecker was quiet for a long moment, his gaze calculating. Then he nodded. "You're point on this, Diesel. Find out how deep this goes, who's running the operation, and what resources they've got backing them."

Diesel felt something click into place in his chest. This was it. His chance to prove he belonged in this brotherhood, that he understood their mission wasn't just about bikes and leather—it was about protecting the working families who made up their territory.

"Copy that."

"Take Ghost with you for backup," Wrecker added, nodding to another prospect who'd been sitting quietly in the corner. "Check in every two hours. If this is as bad as it sounds, we'll mobilize the full brotherhood."

Rig spoke up from his position near the treasurer's ledger. "Diesel's got boat experience, right? Construction and maritime maintenance?"

"Three years as a boat mechanic, four in construction before that," Diesel confirmed.

"Good. You'll understand what you're seeing if these smugglers are modifying vessels for drug running." Rig's expression was grim. "Most drug operations use fishing boats because they blend in with legitimate traffic. They modify the hulls, add hidden compartments, upgrade the engines for speed. If you see boats that don't match their registration specs, that's your red flag."

Diesel absorbed the information, his mind already cataloging what he knew about the marina's fleet. He'd helped Captain Morrison with engine work a few months back. If these smugglers were forcing captains into cooperation, they'd need boats that could handle offshore runs and carry significant cargo without drawing Coast Guard attention.

"One more thing," Wrecker said, his voice carrying the weight of an order. "If the marina manager is the one coordinating operations and knows which families are being threatened, she's a target. These bastards will eliminate anyone who can identify them or testify about their operation."

"Already figured that out," Diesel said. "Planning to make contact tonight and assess her safety."

Punisher's mouth curved into something that wasn't quite a smile. "Prospect wants to play bodyguard."

"Prospect wants to protect a woman who's probably scared shitless and trying to figure out how to save her families without getting anyone killed," Diesel shot back. "That's our fucking job, isn't it? Protecting the people in our territory who can't protect themselves?"

The room went silent. Diesel held his ground, meeting the gazes of the full-patch members who were deciding whether his attitude showed proper respect or needed adjustment.

Wrecker nodded slowly. "That's exactly our job. Get moving, prospect. And Diesel? Don't let me find out you failed to protect that woman because you were too focused on proving yourself."

"Won't happen."

Diesel was out of the compound and on his bike within five minutes, Ghost following on his own ride. They split up at the marina district—Ghost would canvas the docks and talk to any captains still working late, while Diesel tracked down Nikki Rose.

Finding her address took one phone call to Rig, who had connections throughout the coastal business community. Diesel committed the location to memory and opened up the throttle, his Harley eating up the empty streets.

The apartment above the bait shop was exactly the kind of place a woman who lived for her marina would choose—close enough to respond to emergencies, modest enough that she was clearly spending her money on the business rather than herself.

Diesel killed his engine and studied the building. Lights on in the upstairs apartment. A beat-up Honda in the parking lot that probably belonged to Nikki. No sign of surveillance or threats, but that didn't mean much. If the smugglers were smart, they'd be watching to see if she ran to the authorities.

He swung off his bike and was halfway to the stairs when the apartment door opened and Nikki appeared, a duffel bag in one hand.

Running. Smart woman.

"Nikki Rose?" he called out, keeping his voice calm and his hands visible. Last thing he needed was her pepper-spraying him because she thought he was another threat.

She turned, and even in the dim streetlight, Diesel could see the fear and determination warring in her expression. "Who's asking?"

"Name's Diesel. Savage Tide MC." He moved closer, letting her get a good look at his patches. "We heard you might have some trouble down at the marina."

The relief that flooded her face hit him harder than expected. This woman had been carrying the weight of this threat alone, trying to figure out how to protect families while staying alive herself.

"How did you—"

"Captain Anderson's wife called the clubhouse tonight. Said her husband came home scared shitless about some drug runners threatening their family." Diesel let his anger show. "We protect our territory. That includes the families working these docks."

Nikki descended the stairs until she was standing a few feet away, close enough that he could see the exhaustion in her eyes and the stubborn set of her jaw. She was maybe five-six, with dark hair pulled back in a ponytail and the kind of lean strength that came from physical work rather than gym memberships.

Pretty. But more than that—there was a fire in her that made his protective instincts roar to life.

"They're using the marina for smuggling operations. Tony Vegas and at least six other men. They've already pressured half a dozen captains into cooperation by threatening their families."

Diesel's jaw tightened. Six families. These bastards were systematic and organized, which meant they had resources and connections backing them up.

"How many families?"

"Six that I know of. Could be more." Nikki met his eyes directly, no fear in her gaze now that she knew he was there to help. "They want me to coordinate their operations. Provide schedules, boat information, help them move their product without detection."

The thought of these smugglers putting their hands on Nikki, threatening her, forcing her into cooperation—it made something violent and possessive rise in Diesel's chest. This woman was under his protection now. The brotherhood's protection. Anyone who touched her would learn exactly how Savage Tide handled threats to their people.

"What did you tell them?"

"To go to hell. But they gave me until Friday to change my answer." Nikki's voice was steady, but he could hear the underlying fear. "I can't let them destroy these families. These are good people trying to make honest livings."

"They won't." Diesel made it a promise. "You're under Savage Tide protection now. Which means those drug-running bastards just declared war on the wrong fucking territory."

He pulled out his phone and called Wrecker, giving him the quick summary. Six families threatened, organized smuggling operation, Friday deadline. Wrecker's response was exactly what Diesel expected—eliminate the threat and protect the woman.

Diesel ended the call and looked at Nikki. "Pack a bag. You're coming with me to the compound. It's not safe for you here."

"I can't just abandon the marina—"

"You can't protect anyone if you're dead." He kept his voice firm but not harsh. This woman was used to handling problems herself, and she'd need to learn that accepting help wasn't weakness—it was survival. "These bastards threatened families and tried to intimidate you. That means they're serious. You need to be somewhere they can't get to you while we figure out how to eliminate this threat."

Nikki hesitated, and Diesel could see her mind working through the variables. She was smart enough to know she was outgunned, brave enough that she hated admitting it.

"Give me five minutes."

She disappeared into her apartment, and Diesel used the time to scan the area. No suspicious vehicles, no watchers he could identify. But his instincts were screaming that this location was compromised. If the smugglers knew enough about Nikki to threaten her at the marina, they knew where she lived.

When she came back down with a duffel bag, Diesel made a command decision. "We're taking your car. I'll have one of my brothers pick up my bike later. Can't have you on the back in case we need to move fast."

Nikki tossed him her keys without argument, which told him she understood exactly how serious this situation was. Smart and adaptable. He liked that.

Diesel adjusted the driver's seat and pulled out of the parking lot with the kind of controlled precision he'd learned during his construction days when driving vehicles loaded with expensive equipment. The Honda wasn't much, but it was reliable and wouldn't draw attention.

"Tell me everything," he said as they headed toward the highway. "Start with when they first showed up and don't leave anything out."

Nikki talked, and with every detail, Diesel's anger grew colder and more focused. Tony Vegas. Systematic intimidation of fishing families. Threats against children. Corrupted law enforcement. These weren't small-time thugs—this was an organized operation with resources and connections.

"They're using classic intimidation tactics," he said when she finished. "Threaten the families, compromise the management, control the infrastructure. It's effective because it isolates the targets and makes them feel helpless."

"I felt pretty goddamn helpless."

"You're not helpless. You're smart enough to know you need backup." Diesel glanced at her, taking in the stubborn angle of her chin and the way her hands were clenched in her lap. "That took courage."

"Or desperation."

"Same thing, sometimes."

They drove in silence for a few minutes, and Diesel used the time to plan. The compound was secure—former marina complex with controlled access and enough brotherhood presence that no smuggler with half a brain would try anything there. Nikki would be safe while they gathered intelligence and planned their response.

"Why did they send you?" Nikki asked suddenly.

"I'm a prospect. This is the kind of situation where I prove myself—protecting territory and families from outside threats." Diesel kept his eyes on the road, but he was hyper-aware of the woman in the passenger seat. "Plus I've got construction and boat maintenance experience. Figured I might be useful at a marina."

"You know boats?"

"Worked as a boat mechanic for three years before I joined the club. Construction before that." He took the exit that led to the compound. "I know my way around engines, hulls, and the kind of modifications smugglers make to fishing boats for drug running."

He felt Nikki's eyes on him, assessing. "So you understand why I can't just let them destroy this operation. These families depend on honest work."

"I understand." Diesel's voice came
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