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Amber's fingers shook as she scrolled through the images on her camera's display screen, her stomach dropping with each shot that loaded.

She'd photographed hundreds of weddings in the five years since opening her studio. Military ceremonies were her specialty—she understood the intensity, the emotion, the way combat boots looked under dress blues. But she'd never accidentally captured something that made her blood run cold.

The Blackwood-Patterson wedding had been beautiful. Old money meets Marine Corps tradition at the Sunset Harbor Country Club. The bride had been radiant, the groom stoic in his dress uniform, and Amber had moved through the reception like always—invisible behind her lens, documenting moments while staying out of the way.

She packed her equipment methodically in the empty ballroom, the catering staff cleaning around her. Saturday night, nearly eleven, and she was exhausted. Her back ached from six hours of shooting, her feet protesting in heels she'd worn because high-society weddings demanded polish.

The camera display showed frame 2,847. Commissioner Harrison Blackwood III—the groom's father and one of Onslow County's most influential politicians—standing near the service entrance with three men in dark suits. Nothing unusual about that. Important people had private conversations at weddings all the time.

Except Amber recognized two of the men from news coverage she'd photographed last month. Cartel representatives who'd been arraigned on trafficking charges before getting mysteriously released. She'd covered the story for a military family magazine, capturing the courthouse protests.

Her finger hovered over the delete button. She could make this problem disappear right now. Just erase the images and pretend she'd never seen—

"Ms. Kelce?"

Amber jumped, nearly dropping her camera. A man in an expensive suit stood ten feet away, flanked by two others built like line backers. She hadn't heard them approach, and something about their silent coordination made her pulse spike.

"I'm Curtis Eldridge, head of security for Commissioner Blackwood." The speaker was thick-built with cop eyes and a smile that didn't reach past his teeth. "The Commissioner wanted me to speak with you about tonight's photographs."

Amber forced herself to stay calm, to keep her expression neutral. "The full gallery will be ready for the bride in two weeks, per our contract."

"That's actually what we need to discuss." Eldridge moved closer, casual but deliberate. "There are some images from this evening that should be deleted. For privacy reasons."

Her grip tightened on her camera. "I don't delete images without the client's approval. The bride contracted the full reception coverage."

"The bride's father is asking very nicely." Eldridge's smile sharpened. "Certain photographs could be... misinterpreted. We'd hate for that kind of confusion to affect your business reputation."

The threat landed like a punch. Amber had built her photography business from nothing—sixty-hour weeks during wedding season, every booking representing trust that military couples placed in her. One bad review from a powerful family could destroy everything.

But deleting evidence of a county commissioner meeting with cartel representatives? That crossed a line she couldn't uncross.

"I photograph what happens at the events I'm contracted for." She kept her voice steady despite her racing heart. "If there are privacy concerns, the bride can review the gallery and request specific images be excluded from the final album."

Eldridge's expression flattened. "You misunderstand the situation, Ms. Kelce. This isn't a request."

One of the line backers moved to flank her right side while the other circled left. Tactical positioning. Practiced intimidation. Amber's throat tightened as she calculated distances to exits.

"I've already backed up tonight's shoot to my cloud storage," she said, proud that her voice didn't shake. "Deleting images from this camera won't accomplish anything."

It was a bluff. She hadn't uploaded yet—that happened when she got back to the studio. But maybe they'd believe—

Eldridge laughed, the sound utterly devoid of humor. "You're going to want to reconsider your cooperation. Commissioner Blackwood is a patient man, but his patience has limits."

He turned and walked away, his security following. Amber stood frozen in the empty ballroom, listening to their footsteps fade, watching through the windows as they climbed into a black SUV and drove away.

Her whole body shook now. She collapsed into a chair, her camera clutched against her chest like a shield, and tried to control her breathing.

She'd photographed crime. Accidentally, but that didn't matter. A county commissioner had just sent his security team to threaten her, which meant the images were more than just embarrassing—they were dangerous.

The smart thing would be to delete them. Protect her business, avoid whatever nightmare she'd stumbled into, pretend this conversation never happened.

But Marines had taught her something during five years of photographing their weddings. You didn't abandon your position when threats appeared. You held your ground and trusted your training.

Her work mattered. She documented the most important day in people's lives, captured moments they'd treasure forever. Military couples trusted her because she understood their world—the intensity, the loyalty, the refusal to compromise integrity even under pressure.

If she deleted evidence of corruption because a powerful man told her to, what did that make her?

Amber forced herself to stand, to finish packing her gear with methodical precision despite her unsteady hands. She'd drive straight to the studio, upload everything to multiple secure locations, then figure out what the hell to do next.

Her car sat alone in the country club parking lot, the overhead lights casting harsh shadows. She loaded her equipment into the trunk, locked it, and slid behind the wheel.

The black SUV was parked across the street.

Just sitting there. Engine off. Watching.

Amber's breath caught. She started her car, pulled out of the lot, and fought the urge to floor it. Two blocks. Four. The SUV stayed behind her, maintaining distance but clearly visible.

They were making sure she understood. This wasn't over. The threats would continue until she complied.

She drove to her studio on autopilot, her mind racing. Police? No—if the Commissioner owned his security team, he probably owned local law enforcement too. Lawyer? With what money? She was an independent photographer barely making rent during slow season.

Delete the images and hope they left her alone?

Her grip tightened on the steering wheel. No. She'd built her business on integrity. She documented truth through her lens—the emotion, the reality, the moments that mattered. She wouldn't corrupt that because some politician thought money made him untouchable.

But God, she was terrified.

The SUV followed her all the way to the studio, parking half a block away as she unloaded her gear. Amber hauled everything inside with her spine crawling, locked the door behind her, and leaned against it.

The studio she'd poured five years of her life into suddenly felt fragile. Exposed. Like everything she'd built could shatter with one phone call from a man who had money, influence, and absolutely no hesitation about sending threats.

Her reflection stared back from the window—chestnut hair escaping its bun, green eyes too wide, still wearing the crisp dress and heels she'd chosen because presentation mattered at high-society weddings.

She looked exactly like what she was. A thirty-one-year-old photographer who'd accidentally captured something wealthy people wanted destroyed.

Amber straightened her shoulders and walked to her computer. She'd upload everything, back it up six different ways, and then figure out how to fight back against threats that felt way beyond anything she'd ever faced.

The SUV was still parked outside when she pulled up the files.

She pretended not to notice and got to work.
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Phantom killed the Harley's engine and watched the woman at pump three try to pretend she wasn't tracking the black SUV circling the gas station.

Monday evening, still light out, and she was doing everything wrong. Looking directly at the threat. Fumbling her gas cap. Telegraphing fear with every movement.

The SUV completed another slow pass, predator circling prey, and something in Phantom's chest tightened with cold recognition.

He'd seen this before. Professional surveillance. The kind that ended with body bags.

The woman finally got the pump working, but her hands shook badly enough he could see it from thirty feet away. Mid-thirties, chestnut hair pulled back, dressed like she'd come from an office. Pretty in a girl-next-door way that made the fear in her green eyes hit harder.

She kept glancing at the SUV. Amateur mistake. Never let them know you've spotted them.

Phantom swung off his bike and crossed the lot with silent purpose. She was reaching for the pump handle when he spoke.

"The black SUV. How long they been following you?"

She spun, stumbled back against her car, eyes going wide. Up close she was even prettier—sharp cheekbones, full mouth, and terror radiating off her in waves.

"I don't—I'm not—" She straightened, lifting her chin despite the fear. "I'm fine."

Backbone. Even scared shitless, she had spine.

"You're not fine." Phantom kept his voice low, economical. "That's professional surveillance. They're hunting you."

"I don't know what you're talking about." But her gaze flicked to the SUV again, betraying her.

The vehicle was making another pass, slower this time. Two occupants visible—driver and passenger both wearing suits. Contractors, not street thugs. The kind who got paid to make problems disappear permanently.

"They'll escalate." Phantom shifted his weight, putting himself between her and the street. "This is the softening phase. Next comes direct action."

"Look, I appreciate the concern, but I'm handling it." She yanked the pump from her tank, hands still shaking. "I don't need help from—"

She stopped, actually looking at him for the first time. Her gaze caught on his cut—the Leatherneck Brotherhood patch across his shoulders, the Marine Corps Eagle, Globe, and Anchor over his heart.

"From a biker?" He finished for her, no heat in it. Just fact.

"From anyone." She met his eyes, stubborn despite the tremor in her voice. "I'm fine."

She wasn't fine. She was terrified and trying to act tough, and something about that combination made Phantom want to put himself between her and whatever the fuck had professional contractors shadowing a civilian.

The SUV pulled into the lot.

Phantom's hand moved to his cut on instinct, fingers brushing the concealed weapon beneath. The vehicle stopped twenty feet away, engine running, windows tinted dark.

Watching.

The woman went pale. "I need to go."

"Give me your number."

Her eyes snapped back to him. "What?"

"Your number." Phantom pulled out his phone, movements deliberate. "When they escalate, you're gonna need help. Brotherhood handles problems like this."

"I don't even know you."

"Phantom. Leatherneck Brotherhood MC." He kept his gaze on the SUV while she processed. "We protect people in Jacksonville. Marines and the people who matter to them."

"I'm not—I don't need protection." But her voice cracked on the last word.

The SUV's passenger door opened.

Phantom moved without thinking, stepping fully between her and the vehicle. A man in a dark suit climbed out—same thick build as the suits from earlier, same cop arrogance in how he scanned the lot.

The man locked eyes with Phantom, assessing. Calculating whether a lone biker was worth the confrontation.

Phantom stared back with sniper calm. The kind of stillness that came from a decade of patience before the shot. The kind that said he'd already run the engagement scenarios and knew exactly how this ended.

The suit climbed back in the SUV.

They drove away.

The woman released a breath she'd been holding. "Thank you, but—"

"They'll be back." Phantom turned to face her, close enough to see gold flecks in her green eyes. "This isn't random harassment. That's trained surveillance. They're gathering intel for a hit."

"A hit?" She laughed, sharp and brittle. "That's insane."

"You accidentally see something? Photograph something?" He watched her face, saw the answer before she spoke. "Yeah. That's what this is."

Her jaw tightened. "I can handle it."

Stubborn woman. Phantom pulled a card from his pocket—nothing fancy, just his road name and number. "When you realize you can't, call me. Brotherhood doesn't leave civilians to get killed by contractors."

He pressed the card into her hand, felt her fingers cold against his. Their eyes met and held, and for a second something sparked—awareness, attraction, connection. She felt it too from how her breath caught.

Then she pulled away, shoving the card in her pocket. "I'm fine."

She climbed in her car and drove away, checking her mirrors obsessively.

Phantom watched until she disappeared, then mounted his Harley and followed at distance.



He spent the next four hours running quiet reconnaissance.

The woman drove to a photography studio in a strip mall off Marine Boulevard. Amber Kelce Photography, the sign read. She parked out back, hauled camera equipment inside, and stayed there until past midnight with lights burning.

Phantom positioned himself across the street in shadow, invisible like he'd been trained, and watched.

The first surveillance team showed at ten-fifteen. Two-man crew in a sedan, rotating with another team at eleven-thirty. Professional rotations. Clean transitions. These weren't local muscle—they were contractors running military-grade surveillance.

On a civilian photographer.

At one AM, Amber finally killed the lights and left through the back door. She was so focused on watching for the obvious threat—the vehicles—that she never spotted the spotter on the roof across the street.

Phantom had. He'd clocked the elevated position within ten minutes, identified the observer's thermal optics and communication gear. Four-man operation minimum, probably six. Serious resources dedicated to one woman.

What the
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