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Jenna Kowalski had been slinging drinks long enough to know trouble when it walked through her door.

The Rail Yard was packed for a Thursday night—dock workers blowing off steam, regulars arguing about the Seahawks, a bachelorette party shrieking in the corner booth. Normal chaos. The kind she could handle with her eyes closed and one hand tied behind her back.

Then two men in suits stepped inside, and everything changed.

They didn't belong. Wrong clothes, wrong posture, wrong eyes. The suits were expensive—not off-the-rack, not the kind worn by guys who drank at waterfront bars. One was tall with silver threading his dark hair, mid-forties, moving like he owned whatever room he entered. The other was younger, bigger, built like a bouncer who'd graduated to breaking things that didn't pay up.

They weren't here to drink.

Jenna kept pouring the Maker's Mark in her hand, kept her face neutral, kept working like her pulse hadn't just kicked into overdrive. Seven years behind this bar had taught her that showing fear was blood in the water. You never let them see you flinch.

The silver-haired one scanned the room with casual authority before his gaze landed on her. He smiled—the kind of smile that didn't reach his eyes—and started toward the bar.

She finished the pour, slid the glass to Danny Weaver, and wiped her hands on the bar towel tucked in her apron. Bought herself three seconds to breathe.

"Evening, gentlemen." She kept her voice easy, professional. "What can I get you?"

"We're looking for Gene Hadley." The silver-haired man's voice was smooth, cultured. He set his hands on the bar—manicured nails, gold watch that cost more than her car. "The owner. I understand he's usually here."

"Gene's not in tonight."

"When do you expect him?"

Jenna shrugged, letting her gaze drift to the bottles behind her like she was already bored with this conversation. "Hard to say. He keeps his own schedule."

The truth was Gene hadn't been in for three days. Hadn't answered his phone, hadn't responded to texts, hadn't shown up to sign the beer delivery paperwork she'd had to forge his signature on. Something was wrong—had been wrong for weeks, maybe months—but Gene had never seen fit to share his problems with her.

She was starting to wish he had.

"That's unfortunate." The man's smile didn't waver. "My name is Vincent Tate. My employer has business with Mr. Hadley. Time-sensitive business."

The bigger one shifted his weight, deliberately letting his jacket fall open. No weapon visible, but the message was clear enough.

"I'll let him know you stopped by," Jenna said. "Can I take a number?"

"He has the number." Tate pulled a business card from his pocket and set it on the bar—expensive cardstock, nothing printed on it except a phone number in embossed gold. "Tell him Dominic Rossi is done waiting. He has seventy-two hours. After that, things become... uncomfortable. For everyone."

The emphasis on everyone made her stomach drop.

"I'm just the bar manager." She kept her voice steady through sheer force of will. "I don't know anything about Gene's business."

"Then I suggest you find him. Quickly." Tate's gaze traveled over her—not sexual, worse. Assessing. Calculating what she was worth, what pressure points she had, what could be leveraged. "A woman in your position, alone, responsible for this place... you'd want to resolve this before it becomes your problem."

He turned and walked out, the bigger man following like a shadow. The door swung shut behind them.

Jenna's hands trembled against the bar top.

She grabbed the towel and started wiping down the wood, movements mechanical, trying to look busy while her mind raced. Rossi. The name meant nothing to her, but the threat had been clear enough. Gene owed someone money—serious money, to serious people—and he'd disappeared, leaving her holding a bag she hadn't known existed.

Seventy-two hours.

She pulled out her phone, ducking toward the register like she was checking receipts, and tried Gene's number again. Straight to voicemail. Again. She fired off another text— Call me NOW. People came to the bar asking for you —knowing it would sit unread like the last dozen she'd sent.

Three days. Three days of silence, and now this.

The bachelorette party erupted in another round of screaming. One of her waitresses signaled for backup on the floor. Danny Weaver was waving his empty glass. Normal chaos demanding her attention, and she couldn't breathe past the tightness in her chest.

Jenna shoved her phone back in her pocket and got to work. Poured drinks, made change, laughed at a regular's bad joke, checked IDs on a group of kids who were definitely using fakes. Muscle memory carrying her through while her thoughts spiraled.

She had Kaylee at home. Her sister, who trusted her, depended on her, didn't understand concepts like debt collectors and seventy-two-hour deadlines. There was no backup plan. No safety net. Just Jenna, holding everything together with baling wire and stubbornness, and now some mob boss's enforcer was threatening to make her life "uncomfortable."

The universe had a sick sense of humor.

Around eleven, the crowd started thinning. Thursday nights died early—most of her regulars had to work tomorrow. She was restocking the well vodka when she felt eyes on her.

Recon.

He was in his usual spot—the stool at the far end where the bar curved toward the wall, back to the corner, eyes on the door. He'd been coming in for two years, always sat in the same place, always nursed the same beer, always watched her with those intense hazel eyes that made her feel like he was seeing straight through her armor.

She'd never gotten his real name. Just the nickname stitched on his leather cut—Recon—and the knowledge that he was part of that motorcycle club out by the base. Ranger Regiment MC. Veterans who'd traded desert camo for leather and chrome. Dangerous men who kept to themselves unless provoked.

Two years of him watching her work. Two years of traded looks and loaded silences and something crackling in the air between them that neither of them had ever acted on. She'd told herself it was because she didn't have time for complications. Told herself a biker—even one with eyes like that—wasn't what she needed.

Right now, with her nerves raw and her mind racing, she wasn't sure what she needed.

He was watching her the way he always watched her—that coiled intensity that never quite relaxed. Compact build, dense muscle, scars on his forearms and knuckles that told stories she'd never asked about. Handsome in a hard-edged way that made smart women nervous. The kind of face that promised trouble and delivered on it.

She realized he'd been there the whole time. Seen everything.

As if reading her thoughts, he lifted his beer in a small gesture and held her gaze. Not asking permission, not looking away. Just... present. Aware.

She should ignore it. Ignore him. She had enough problems without adding a biker with watchful eyes to the list.

Instead, she found herself drifting toward his end of the bar, rag in hand, pretending to wipe down surfaces that were already clean.

"You need another?" She nodded at his half-empty bottle.

"I'm good." He turned the bottle slowly in scarred fingers. "You're not."

It wasn't a question. Damn him.

"Excuse me?"

"Those guys. Suits. They weren't here for the ambiance." His voice was low, rough, pitched just for her. "You've been white-knuckling it since they left."

Jenna forced her grip on the rag to relax. Forced her shoulders down from around her ears. She hadn't realized how tense she was until he called it out.

"I'm fine."

"You're not."

"I'm fine." She said it harder this time, the words sharp enough to cut. The same lie she'd been telling everyone for six years—landlords, social workers, her sister when the bills got tight. I'm fine, I can handle it, I don't need help.

Recon held her gaze for a long moment. Those hazel eyes saw too much, always had. She felt stripped bare under that stare, all her armor useless, every crack and weak point on display.

Then he nodded slowly, something flickering across his face that might have been respect. Or recognition. Like he knew exactly what it cost to hold everything together alone.

"Alright." He lifted the beer to his lips. "You're fine."

He didn't believe her. She knew he didn't believe her. But he let it go, let her have the lie, and somehow that was worse than if he'd pushed.

Behind her, glass shattered—the bachelorette party finally living up to expectations. Her waitress cursed. Someone cheered.

Jenna turned away from those watchful eyes and went to handle the mess.

But she felt his gaze on her back the rest of the night, steady and patient, like he was waiting for something she wasn't ready to give.
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Recon didn't leave when the bar emptied out.

He nursed his third beer—barely touched, more prop than drink—and watched Jenna work through last call. Watched her handle the bachelorette party's tab with a smile that didn't reach her eyes. Watched her laugh at something Danny Weaver said while her shoulders stayed tight enough to snap.

She was scared. Hiding it well, but he'd spent nine years reading people in rooms where a wrong read meant bullets—he knew fear when he saw it.

Those men in suits had rattled her. The silver-haired one with the smooth voice and dead eyes, making threats wrapped in polite words. Seventy-two hours. Uncomfortable for everyone. Recon had clocked them the second they walked in, had tracked every movement, every gesture, every loaded pause in that conversation.

Mob. Old school, probably connected to one of the families that ran protection on the waterfront. Which meant Gene Hadley had gotten himself into debt with people who collected in blood when cash ran dry.

And Jenna was caught in the middle.

Two years he'd been watching her from this stool. Two years of traded looks and loaded silences, of wanting something he'd never let himself reach for. She was too bright, too fierce, too alive—and he was a man who only felt real when violence was close enough to taste. What did he have to offer a woman like that? Scarred hands and an empty apartment and skills that only mattered when someone needed to die.

But those men had looked at her like she was leverage. Like she was a pressure point to be exploited.

Something dark and territorial coiled in his chest.

Not her. Not fucking ever.

The lights came up. Last call had come and gone, and the Rail Yard was emptying out, stragglers settling tabs and heading for the door. Recon watched Jenna move behind the bar—efficient, practiced, running through closing routine on autopilot while her mind was clearly somewhere else.

He left cash on the bar and walked out.

But he didn't leave.

The parking lot was half-empty, sodium lights casting orange pools across cracked asphalt. Late March in Tacoma meant drizzle and the smell of salt water from the Sound. Recon leaned against his bike—a blacked-out Street Glide, chrome minimal, built for speed and bad weather—and waited.

Fifteen minutes. Twenty. The neon Rail Yard sign flickered off. Interior lights dimmed one by one.

The side door opened, and Jenna stepped out.

She had her keys in one hand, phone in the other, head down as she locked the deadbolt. Worn leather jacket over her work clothes, bag slung across her body, dark blonde hair escaping from whatever she'd tied it back with. She looked exhausted. She looked beautiful.

She looked up and saw him, and her whole body went tight.

"Jesus Christ." She pressed a hand to her chest. "You scared the shit out of me."

"Wasn't trying to." He straightened off the bike but didn't move toward her. Didn't crowd. "Figured you shouldn't walk to your car alone tonight."

Her eyes narrowed. "I've been walking to my car alone for seven years."

"Tonight's different."

"I don't need a bodyguard."

"Didn't say you did." He held her gaze, let her see he wasn't backing down. "I'm walking you to your car. That's not a question."

For a long moment, she just stared at him. He could see the argument building behind her eyes—pride and stubbornness and years of handling everything herself warring with the fear she was trying to hide. The set of her jaw said she wanted to tell him to go to hell.

The slight tremor in the hand holding her keys said something else.

"Fine." She bit the word off like it cost her. "It's the silver Honda. Try to keep up."

She started across the lot without waiting for him, shoulders squared, chin up. Stubborn as hell. He fell into step beside her, close enough to react if something moved in the shadows, far enough not to crowd her space.

The Honda was parked under a dead light at the far end of the lot—not smart, but probably the only spot left when she'd arrived for her shift. He made a mental note. If those suits came back, she needed to be parking closer to the door.

If. Who was he kidding. Men like that didn't make threats they didn't intend to follow through on.

Jenna stopped at her
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