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The manila folder sitting on Alex Carter's desk shouldn't have made her hands shake. She'd handled worse as an Army medic—gunshot wounds, blast injuries, soldiers screaming while she worked to save their lives. But the photos inside this folder made her stomach turn over.

Herself. Walking into her clinic. Unlocking her apartment. Getting coffee at the shop two blocks from work. Sitting in her living room through her window, backlit and unaware.

The timestamps ran across six weeks. Professional quality. Military precision.

"Dr. Carter?" Her receptionist Vanessa Kim poked her head through the door. "Your three o'clock canceled. Want me to move up the Anderson appointment?"

Alex closed the folder before Vanessa could see. "No. I need to make a call."

Alone again, she pulled out her phone and dialed the non-emergency police line for the third time this month.

"Henderson Police, how can I help you?"

"This is Dr. Alex Carter. I filed a report two weeks ago about a stalking situation. Number 24-7783. I have new evidence."

Clicking keys. A sigh. "Let me transfer you to Detective Morrison."

Three minutes on hold listening to a recording about community safety before Morrison's bored voice came through. "Dr. Carter. What's the update?"

"He's been inside my apartment." Her voice stayed steady through force of will. "I came home yesterday and found items moved. A coffee mug I'd left in the sink was in my cabinet. My bathroom towels were refolded. And there was a note on my pillow."

"What did the note say?"

"'You looked beautiful sleeping. I watched you dream about us.'"

Silence. Then: "Did you find evidence of forced entry?"

"No, but—"

"Has he made any direct threats of violence?"

Alex pressed her fingers to her temple where a headache was building. "He leaves messages about how we're meant to be together. How other men in my life are obstacles. That sounds like—"

"It sounds like an infatuated individual, Dr. Carter. Without concrete threats or physical assault, there's not much we can do. Has he violated the restraining order?"

"I can't get a restraining order without proof he's a threat, and you're saying photos and breaking into my home don't count as proof?"

"I'm saying we need actionable evidence. Keep documenting everything. If he approaches you directly or makes a specific threat, call 911 immediately."

The line went dead.

Alex set her phone down carefully, fighting the urge to throw it against the wall. Three months since Tommy Briggs had finished his physical therapy sessions. Three months of escalating obsession while the police treated her like a hysterical woman overreacting to unwanted attention.

But she'd spent eight years in the Army. She knew the difference between awkward infatuation and tactical surveillance.

Briggs had been her patient for six months, recovering from an IED blast that left him with facial scarring and a medical discharge for psychological instability. He'd been polite at first. Grateful. Then the comments started—about her smile, her body, how she was the only person who understood him. How they were meant to be together.

When she'd maintained professional boundaries, he'd gotten angry. Accused her of leading him on. Said she belonged to him, that he'd earned her through his service and sacrifice.

The day his therapy ended, he'd grabbed her wrist hard enough to bruise and whispered: "You can't get rid of me. I'll always be watching."

That was three months ago.

Alex opened her laptop and pulled up the security footage from her clinic's parking lot. The cameras she'd installed with her own money after the police proved useless. Fast-forwarding through yesterday's recording, she found it—Briggs's truck in the lot at 11 PM, two hours after she'd left. He'd sat there for forty-seven minutes before driving away.

Her phone buzzed. Text from an unknown number.

The purple dress you wore today made my heart race. You're so beautiful when you don't know I'm watching. Soon we'll be together and you won't have to pretend anymore.

Her hands clenched. She'd worn the purple dress. To work. Where he'd somehow been watching despite her checking for his truck every morning.

Another text.

That cop you've been talking to can't help you. That lawyer you had coffee with last week can't help you. No one can keep you from me.

Ice slid down her spine. She'd met with a lawyer four days ago to discuss options. In a coffee shop she'd never been to before. Briggs had been there. Watching.

Her office phone rang. Internal line.

"Dr. Carter, there's a delivery for you at the front desk."

"I didn't order anything."

"It's marked urgent. Should I send him back?"

Him. "No. I'll come get it."

Alex grabbed her keys and walked to the reception area, every nerve on high alert. A deliveryman in a standard uniform stood holding a large box wrapped in red paper with a gold bow.

"Sign here, please."

She signed, took the box, and waited until he left before opening it in full view of Vanessa and the security cameras. Better to have witnesses.

Inside, nestled in tissue paper: a phoenix pendant on a gold chain. The bird rising from flames with rubies for eyes. Below it, a card in Briggs's handwriting she recognized from his therapy intake forms.

For my phoenix rising from the ashes. We're both survivors. Both damaged. Both perfect for each other. I'll burn down anyone who tries to keep us apart.

"Oh my God." Vanessa's face had gone pale. "Dr. Carter, that's—"

"Call the police." Alex's voice came out steady despite her racing heart. "Tell them I have a direct threat."

While Vanessa dialed, Alex pulled out her phone and scrolled through her contacts to a number she'd saved two years ago. A patient she'd worked with for eight months, helping him recover from burns that should have killed him. A man who'd left Vegas broken and returned... different.

Rick Hammett. Road name: Phoenix.

She'd heard through mutual contacts he was back in town. Back with his MC after two years away. The man she'd pushed through the worst pain of his life, rebuilt from third-degree burns and shattered confidence, transformed into someone strong again.

Her thumb hovered over his name. She'd sworn when she left the Army that she was done with violence. Done with men who solved problems with their fists and worse. But the police couldn't help her. The law couldn't stop Briggs.

Maybe someone outside the law could.

She pressed call.

Three rings. Then a voice she remembered—rough, careful, hiding strength under control.

"Alex?"

"Phoenix." Her throat tightened. "I need help. There's someone who won't take no for an answer, and the police can't stop him."

Silence on the other end. When he spoke again, his voice had gone cold and lethal in a way that should have scared her. Instead, it felt like salvation.

"Where are you?"

"My clinic. Henderson Physical Therapy on Sunset."

"Don't leave. Don't go anywhere alone. I'm twenty minutes out."

"Phoenix, he's military. Combat engineer. He knows tactics and—"

"So do I. And unlike him, I remember who saved my life when I was barely holding on." A pause heavy with promise. "You kept me alive through hell. Now it's my turn. Nobody touches you. Not while I'm breathing."

The line went dead.

Alex set her phone down, staring at the phoenix pendant. Briggs thought he'd claimed her with jewelry and threats. He had no idea what he'd just unleashed.

She'd spent two years helping broken warriors heal. Now one of them was coming to return the favor.

And Phoenix didn't believe in restraining orders.
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Phoenix cut through Vegas traffic like his rebuilt Fat Boy was made for it. Two years away hadn't changed the city's chaotic rhythm—tourists stumbling drunk across streets, taxis running yellows, rideshare drivers stopping without warning. His body moved on instinct, leaning into turns, reading traffic patterns three cars ahead.

The burns on his left arm pulled tight under his leather jacket. Physical therapy had restored his range of motion, but the scars would never fade. Reminders of the warehouse fire that almost ended him. That sent him away from his brothers for two years while he rebuilt himself piece by painful piece.

Alex Carter had been there for every screaming session. Every moment he'd wanted to quit. Every time the pain made him want to eat his gun rather than face another day of skin grafts and stretching exercises.

She'd pushed him through hell with compassion wrapped in steel. Never let him give up. Never let him settle for less than full recovery.

Now someone was threatening her.

Phoenix's grip tightened on the handlebars. The protective rage that flooded his system felt good. Familiar. Like coming home after a long deployment. For two years he'd felt weak, damaged, less than the enforcer he'd been. But hearing fear in Alex's voice had flipped a switch inside him.

He was done being broken.

Henderson Physical Therapy sat in a strip mall between a nail salon and a tax preparation office. Phoenix parked his bike in front, noting the security cameras Alex had mentioned during their sessions. Smart woman. But cameras didn't stop determined men with military training.

His boots hit pavement and muscle memory took over. Scanning for threats. Checking sight lines. Noting exits. The Army Infantry training that lived in his bones, dormant during recovery but never gone.

The clinic's glass door showed him his reflection—six-two, two hundred thirty pounds of rebuilt muscle and scar tissue. Dark hair grown longer than regulation. Eyes that had seen too much and forgotten nothing. He looked dangerous.

Good. He felt dangerous.

Inside, a young receptionist looked up from her desk and went pale. "Can I help you?"

"Dr. Carter called me. She here?"

"I—yes, she's in her office. But—"

"Phoenix?"

He turned. Alex stood in the hallway leading to the treatment rooms, and something in his chest seized up. She looked exactly like he remembered—auburn hair pulled back, warm brown eyes, athletic build from the martial arts training she'd mentioned. But now those eyes held fear, and her hands were clenched at her sides.

That wouldn't do.

"Hey, Doc." He kept his voice easy despite the rage building in his gut. "Heard you got a problem."

"Vanessa, take lunch." Alex's gaze never left Phoenix's face. "An hour."

The receptionist grabbed her purse and fled.

Alex gestured toward her office. Phoenix followed, hyperaware of her body language. Tense. Alert. Controlled fear wrapped in professional composure. The same way she'd stayed calm while debriding his burns, talking him through agony with steady competence.

She closed the office door and leaned against it. "Thank you for coming."

"You kept me alive for eight months. You think I wouldn't come when you called?" Phoenix scanned her office—desk, chairs, small couch, diplomas on the wall. Single exit. Ground floor windows. Defensible but not ideal. "Tell me everything."

Alex moved to her desk and opened the manila folder. Phoenix looked at the surveillance photos and felt something cold and lethal settle into his bones. Professional quality. Extended timeline. Obsessive focus.

"Tommy Briggs. Former patient. Army combat engineer, discharged for psych issues after an IED blast in Afghanistan." Her voice stayed level, clinical. "He fixated on me during treatment. When I maintained boundaries, he escalated. The police won't help without a direct threat of violence."

Phoenix picked up one photo showing Alex through her apartment window at night. "This isn't a direct threat?"

"Apparently not." Bitterness edged her tone. "Neither is breaking into my home, moving my belongings, or leaving notes about watching me sleep."

The cold rage in Phoenix's chest spread. "Show me the notes."

She pulled out her phone and scrolled through photos. Each message made his jaw tighter.

You looked beautiful sleeping. I watched you dream about us.

The purple dress you wore today made my heart race.

I'll burn down anyone who tries to keep us apart.

"Combat engineer," Phoenix said quietly. "Explosives training."

"Yes." Alex met his eyes. "He knows tactics. Surveillance. How to plan operations. The police think he's just an infatuated veteran who'll eventually move on."

"He won't move on." Phoenix had seen obsession before. In the field, in civilian life, in the darkness that lived inside broken men. "He's escalating. Building toward action. The police are wrong."

"I know." She crossed her arms, defensive posture covering vulnerability. "That's why I called you. I swore when I left the Army that I was done with violence. But I can't fight this alone, and the law won't protect me."

Phoenix set the photos down carefully. "You helped me when I had nothing. When I was burned to shit and wanted to die. You never gave up on me." He held her gaze. "Now it's my turn. This guy wants to play soldier? I'll show him what a real operator looks like."

"Phoenix, I don't want you getting hurt because of my problem."

Something fierce and possessive flared in his chest. "Not your problem anymore. It's mine. And I don't lose."

Alex studied him for a long moment. "You're different. Stronger than when you left."

"You made me stronger." The truth of it settled between them. "Every session where you pushed me past what I thought I could handle. Every time you made me fight when I wanted to quit. You rebuilt me, Alex. Now I'm going to use that strength to keep you safe."

Her throat worked. "The club. Will they help?"

"Brotherhood doesn't ask why. They just show up." Phoenix pulled out his phone. "But this starts with me. I'm not leaving your side until this psycho is dealt with."

"I have patients scheduled—"

"Cancel them. We're getting you somewhere secure while I gather intel." He typed a message to Jackpot. Back in town. Friend in danger. Need compound clearance and backup on standby.

The response came in seconds. Compound open. Brothers ready. Welcome home.

Phoenix looked at Alex. "Pack essentials. You're coming with me to Sin City clubhouse until we figure out Briggs's next move."

"I can't just leave my practice—"

"You can't defend yourself against a combat engineer with obsessive fixation and explosive training." Phoenix moved closer, watching her pupils dilate. "I know you're strong. I know you're capable. But this isn't about weakness. It's about smart tactics. And smart tactics say you need protection from someone who knows how these assholes think."

Alex's chin lifted. "I'm not some damsel who needs rescuing."

"No. You're a woman who saved my life and taught me strength comes from accepting help." Phoenix held her stare. "Let me return the favor."

Silence stretched between them. Then Alex nodded once. "Okay. But I need to file a report about the delivery first. For the record."

"Make it fast. And pack a bag. You're not coming back here until Briggs is neutralized."

While Alex made her calls, Phoenix moved to the window and studied the parking lot. His body felt alive in a way it hadn't since before the fire. Purpose. Mission. Someone to protect.

Someone who mattered more than he wanted to examine.

His phone buzzed. Text from an unknown number.

I saw the biker go into her clinic. Tell him to back off. She's mine. I've earned her. Anyone who interferes will burn.

Phoenix's lips curved without humor. Briggs was watching. Good. Let him see that Alex wasn't alone anymore. Let him understand he'd just made a fatal mistake.

He typed back. Come try it.

Behind him, Alex ended her call. "Police are sending someone to take a statement about the delivery. They still don't consider it actionable."

"Doesn't matter." Phoenix turned to face her. "The law's not handling this. I am."

"What does that mean?"

"It means you're under Sin City protection now. And we don't file restraining orders." His voice dropped to something dark and certain. "We eliminate threats."

Alex studied him with those steady brown eyes that had seen him at his worst. "I'm trusting you with my life."

"I know. And I won't let you down." Phoenix moved toward the door. "Get your things. We're leaving before Briggs decides to escalate from watching to acting."

She grabbed her purse and laptop bag, hands steady now that she had backup. Phoenix approved. Alex had always been strong under pressure. It was one of the things he'd admired during his recovery—her ability to stay calm in crisis while pushing him past his limits.

Now he'd push past his own limits to keep her safe.

They walked out together, Phoenix positioning himself between Alex and any potential sight lines. His bike sat waiting, black and chrome and ready to move.

"Ever ridden?" he asked.

"Not in years."

"Hold on tight. Don't fight the turns." He handed her his spare helmet. "Trust me."

Alex met his eyes as she fastened the helmet. "I do."

Those two words hit him harder than they should. Phoenix swung onto his bike and felt her climb on behind him, her arms wrapping around his waist. The contact sent heat through his rebuilt skin, reminding him he was alive. Whole. Strong enough to protect someone who mattered.

He started the engine and pulled out of the parking lot. In his mirrors, a beige truck pulled into traffic three cars back.

Briggs. Following.

Phoenix smiled cold and kept riding. Let the psycho see where they were going. Let him understand he'd just picked a fight with the wrong man.

The warehouse fire had burned away weakness. Alex's therapy had rebuilt his strength.

Now Tommy Briggs was about to learn what happened when you threatened someone under Phoenix's protection.

The Fat Boy's engine growled as Phoenix opened the throttle, Alex's arms tightening around him, and for the first time in two years he felt completely alive.
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