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The marina's financial records made Natalie Bishop's skin crawl, and after three years managing Savage Tide Marine Services, her instincts for bullshit ran razor-sharp.

She stared at her computer screen in the cramped marina office, the numbers swimming before her eyes like a toxic tide. Cash payments for boat slips that should've been credit card transactions. Rental agreements for vessels that never appeared on her scheduling system. Dock fees paid weeks in advance by customers she'd never met.

"Forty-three thousand in cash deposits over two weeks," she muttered, her fingers dancing across the keyboard to cross-reference slip assignments. "For boats that don't exist."

The late October wind rattled the office windows, sending spray from the harbor across the glass. Most of the summer tourists had cleared out, leaving the working boats and the hardcore fishing crews. This should be the quiet season, not prime time for mysterious cash flows.

Her Coast Guard training kicked in—the same analytical mind that had spotted equipment failures before they killed sailors. Patterns emerged from chaos when you knew how to look. And these patterns spelled trouble with a capital T.

The office door chimed as someone entered, boots heavy on the worn linoleum. Natalie didn't look up from her screen, too focused on tracking the financial anomalies.

"We're closed for the evening. Office hours start at seven AM."

"Not here for business, darlin'."

The voice made her spine snap straight—rough gravel with an edge that screamed menace. She looked up to find a man who definitely wasn't a customer. Leather vest over a faded flannel shirt, jeans that had seen real work, and ink covering his forearms in patterns she couldn't quite make out in the dim office lighting.

But it was his eyes that made her heart stutter—predator gray, scanning the office like he owned it. Which, technically, he probably did. The Savage Tide MC ran the marina as their legitimate front, and she'd learned not to ask too many questions about the men who wore the patch.

This one she recognized from club meetings—Rig, the treasurer. Quiet competence wrapped in lethal packaging, the kind of man who spoke with numbers instead of words and made every calculation count.

"Sorry, I didn't realize..." She gestured vaguely at her computer. "I was just finishing up some bookkeeping."

"What kind of bookkeeping keeps you here past nine PM?" He moved closer, his presence filling the small office like smoke. "And has you looking like you've seen a ghost."

Natalie hesitated. The smart play was to keep her mouth shut, file a report with Wrecker in the morning, let the club handle whatever mess was brewing. But her Coast Guard instincts wouldn't let her ignore a threat to the people under her protection—and that included the families who depended on this marina for their livelihoods.

"The kind that doesn't add up." She turned her screen toward him, watching his expression shift from casual interest to deadly focus. "Cash payments for non-existent boats. Dock rentals that bypass our reservation system. Someone's using our marina for transactions that have nothing to do with legitimate business."

Rig moved around her desk, near enough that she caught his scent—motor oil and leather and something darker that made her stomach flutter. He leaned over her shoulder to study the screen, his presence radiating warmth that had nothing to do with the office's ancient space heater.

"Show me the pattern."

His voice had dropped to a rumble that vibrated through her bones. Natalie pulled up a spreadsheet, hyperaware of how his breath stirred the hair at her nape.

"Here—cash deposits every Tuesday and Friday for the past two weeks. Always between two and four AM according to the time stamps on our security system. But no boats in those slips." She highlighted the relevant entries. "Someone's paying us to use our dock space for something that isn't boat storage."

"Smuggling." The word cut through the air like a blade. "Using our territory to move product."

The casual way he said "our territory" made something wild and territorial unfurl in her chest. Like he was including her in that ownership, making her part of whatever ruthless world existed beyond the marina's paperwork.

"I was afraid you'd say that." Natalie pulled up another screen, her fingers steady despite the adrenaline coursing through her veins. "There's more. I've been tracking unusual activity in the harbor district—new faces asking questions about our security protocols, businesses receiving offers for 'protection services' they didn't request."

Rig straightened, his full attention locked on her like a targeting system. "What kind of questions?"

"Guard schedules. Camera blind spots. How many people work nights." She met his gaze, refusing to flinch from the lethal intelligence she saw there. "Someone's mapping our vulnerabilities."

"And you noticed all this from financial records?"

There was something in his tone—respect, maybe, or recognition of competence that made her spine straighten with pride.

"Coast Guard training dies hard. I spent three years spotting equipment failures before they killed people." The old bitterness crept into her voice. "Pattern recognition becomes second nature when lives depend on it."

His eyes sharpened, reading between the lines of her carefully neutral statement. "What happened?"

The question was quiet, but it carried the weight of someone who understood the cost of failure. Natalie found herself answering despite every professional instinct screaming at her to maintain boundaries.

"Command ignored my reports about faulty rescue equipment. Three sailors died when their gear failed during a storm response." She closed the financial spreadsheet with sharp clicks. "I learned that sometimes the only person who'll protect the people you care about is you."

Silence stretched between them, heavy with understanding. When Rig spoke again, his voice carried a new edge—something personal and protective that made her breath catch.

"These people asking questions—you get a good look at them?"

"Good enough." Natalie pulled a manila folder from her desk drawer, spreading out photographs she'd taken with her phone. "Leather vests, but not Savage Tide colors. Patch says Iron Hogs, and they're not locals. Too clean, too organized. Like they're operating from a playbook."

Rig picked up one of the photos, his jaw tightening as he studied the image. "Iron Hogs MC out of Charlotte. Drug runners looking to expand territory along the coast."

"And they want to use our marina as a distribution hub." The pieces clicked together with sickening clarity. "That's why they're mapping our security, making offers to local businesses. They're planning a takeover."

"Over my dead body."

The words came out flat and final, carrying a promise of violence that should have terrified her. Instead, electricity shot through her at the territorial fury radiating from him. This man would kill to protect what was his—and somehow, in the span of twenty minutes, she'd become part of that category.

"What's the plan?" she asked, surprised by the steadiness of her own voice.

Rig's gaze snapped to hers, something threatening and approving flickering in those predator eyes. "The plan is you stay safe while the club handles this threat."

"Like hell." Natalie stood, bringing them within inches of each other, forcing her to tilt her head back to meet his stare. "I know this marina better than anyone. I know the harbor district, the businesses, the people who depend on us staying legitimate. You need my intelligence if you want to stop them without destroying everything we've built here."

"I need you alive." The words came out rough, loaded with an intensity that made her nerves sing. "These aren't people who negotiate, Natalie. They eliminate obstacles."

The way he said her name—like he was tasting it, claiming it—sent fire racing down her spine. But she'd faced down commanding officers and corrupt bureaucrats; she wouldn't back down from one lethal biker, no matter how her body responded to his proximity.

"Then we eliminate them first." She crossed her arms, holding his stare. "I didn't survive three years fighting military bureaucracy just to hide in a closet while criminals destroy my home."

Something shifted in his expression—surprise melting into something hotter and infinitely more threatening. He stepped closer, until she could see the flecks of steel in his gray eyes, until she could feel the barely leashed violence thrumming through his frame.

"You don't know what you're asking for."

"I know exactly what I'm asking for." Her voice came out breathier than intended, but she didn't back down. "I'm asking to protect the people I care about. I'm asking to do my job."

"Your job is managing a marina."

"My job is keeping this place running safely. That includes identifying threats and neutralizing them before they hurt innocent people." She gestured toward the window, where lights twinkled across the harbor district. "Those families down there? They depend on this marina for their livelihoods. I won't let some drug-running MC destroy their lives because I was too scared to fight."

Rig stared at her for a long moment, something calculating and dominating moving behind his eyes. When he spoke, his voice carried a new weight—like a decision being made that would change everything.

"Brotherhood meeting tomorrow night. You'll present what you've found, let Wrecker and the others see what we're dealing with." He moved even closer, his presence overwhelming in the small space. "But if you're going to be part of this, you follow club rules. No heroics, no unnecessary risks. You provide intelligence and stay behind the lines when the shooting starts."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then I lock you in protective custody until this is over." The words came out flat and implacable, but fire flared in his eyes. "Because the alternative is watching you die, and that's not happening on my watch."

The claiming declaration hit her like a physical blow, stealing her breath and setting every nerve ending ablaze. This wasn't just about protecting a civilian—this was about marking territory, making her his responsibility whether she agreed or not.

"You can't just decide that."

"Watch me." He reached out, his fingers brushing her jaw in a touch that was gentle but unmistakably controlling. "You want to help protect this place? Fine. But you do it my way, under my protection. Those are the terms."

Natalie's skin burned where he touched her, every survival instinct warring with a deeper need to surrender to his strength. But she hadn't built a life by backing down from intimidating men, no matter how they made her body sing.

"I have conditions."

His mouth curved in something that wasn't quite a smile. "I'm listening."

"I don't hide behind lines if my intelligence is needed in the field. I don't take orders from anyone except you." She paused, letting the implications sink in. "And if this goes bad, if people I care about are threatened, I fight. That's not negotiable."

The silence stretched between them, heavy with challenge and possibility. Finally, Rig nodded, his thumb tracing her jawline in a caress that sent shivers spiraling through her core.

"Deal. But if you're mine to protect, you're mine completely. No half measures, no looking back." His voice dropped to a rough whisper. "Can you handle that, Natalie?"

The way he said it—like a promise and a threat wrapped in velvet—made her knees weak. But she'd never been one to back down from a challenge, especially one that came wrapped in dangerous leather and predator eyes.

"Try me."

His smile was sharp as broken glass, full of dark promise. "Oh, I intend to."
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The Savage Tide clubhouse felt like a war room at eleven PM, thick with cigarette smoke and the kind of tension that came before blood was spilled. Rig sat at the scarred oak table that had seen more violence than most battlefields, watching his brothers process the intelligence Natalie had uncovered.

And fuck, just thinking her name made his chest tight with something he didn't want to examine too closely.

Wrecker leaned back in his president's chair, the hurricane scar across his shoulders visible through his open vest. "Run it again, Rig. Every detail."

"Iron Hogs MC out of Charlotte." Rig spread the photographs Natalie had taken across the table, watching his brothers study the enemy faces. "Forty-three thousand in cash payments over two weeks, all for dock space that's staying empty. They're buying access, not storage."

Demon picked up one of the photos, his killer's eyes going flat and cold. "Drug runners. Has to be. They need water access for smuggling operations, somewhere the Coast Guard won't look twice."

"Our marina gives them perfect cover," Punisher added, his voice carrying the weight of a man who'd supervised offshore crews for fifteen years. "Legitimate boat traffic, established business relationships, local trust. They take over our operation, they've got a distribution hub that looks clean from the outside."

Viper's scarred hands traced patterns on the table—the same restless energy that had made him a legendary sniper. "How many patches they got?"

"Natalie counted at least twelve different faces over the past two weeks." Rig felt that possessive surge again at the mention of her name, the way she'd stood up to him in that office like she belonged in his world. "But that's just advance scouts. Main force is probably still in Charlotte, waiting for the all-clear."

"Natalie." Dagger's voice held a note of interest that made Rig's jaw clench. "Marina manager, right? The one with the Coast Guard background."

"Former communications specialist," Rig confirmed, fighting the urge to mark his territory verbally. "Three years active duty before she came to work for us."

Wrecker's weathered face showed approval. "Smart woman. Most people would've missed the pattern, or been too scared to report it."

"Not this woman." The words came out rougher than Rig intended, loaded with pride and something darker. "She's got backbone."

His brothers exchanged glances—the kind of look that said they'd caught the scent of claiming behavior and were ready to give him shit about it later. But right now, they had bigger problems than his suddenly territorial instincts.

"So what's their play?" Throttle asked, spreading out a map of the harbor district. "They can't just roll in here with guns blazing. Too much attention, too many civilian witnesses."

"They'll pressure local businesses first," Rig said, pulling his scattered thoughts back to tactical analysis. "Offer protection services that aren't optional. Build a network of cooperation through fear and intimidation."

Grave leaned forward, his twisted healer's grin making him look like death itself. "Then they'll make an example. Someone who refuses to cooperate gets hurt bad enough that everyone else falls in line."

The temperature in the room dropped ten degrees. These men had built their brotherhood on protecting their territory, their families, their way of life. The thought of outsiders threatening that sacred ground brought out the violence that lurked just beneath their civilized surface.

"Over our dead bodies," Wrecker said quietly, his president's voice carrying absolute finality.

"That might be exactly what they're counting on." Rig stood, pacing to the window that overlooked the harbor. "They eliminate us, they get our territory and our legitimate business cover. Two birds, one stone."

Whisper spoke for the first time, his voice barely above a murmur. "Already started making calls. Iron Hogs have been expanding south for six months. Three territories taken, two rival MCs eliminated completely."

The silence that followed was heavy with implication. Complete elimination meant women and children dead, no survivors to seek revenge. These weren't just drug runners—they were predators who understood that fear worked better than negotiation.

"How long do we have?" Dagger asked.

Rig turned from the window, his analytical mind processing timelines and tactical probabilities. "Based on their scouting pattern, maybe two weeks before they make their move. They'll want everything mapped and key players identified before they commit to direct action."

"Two weeks to prepare for war," Punisher said grimly.

"Two weeks to protect our families," Wrecker corrected. "Megan and the baby are staying at the compound until this

































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





