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Luna Mitchell had been tending bar long enough to know when someone was watching her wrong.

Not the usual drunk-guy stare or the lonely hearts hoping she'd lean close enough to see down her tank top. This was different. This was patient. Calculated. The kind of attention that made her skin crawl even when she couldn't pinpoint the source.

She wiped down the scarred wood of the Rusty Anchor's bar top, scanning the Thursday night crowd with practiced casualness. Same regulars occupying their usual stools. Same pool table action in the back corner. Same shitty jukebox cycling through the same country playlist that made her want to jam pencils in her ears.

Nothing looked out of place, but her instincts screamed otherwise.

"Another round, sweetheart?" Craig Dutton smiled from his end stool, the expression never quite reaching his pale eyes. He'd been coming in twice a week for the past month, always polite, always forgettable. Bland features, receding hairline, the kind of face that disappeared in a crowd.

Except he watched. And he remembered things he shouldn't.

"Coming up." Luna grabbed a clean glass, pouring his usual whiskey neat. Her hands stayed steady even as unease crawled up her spine. She'd learned early that showing fear in a dive bar was blood in the water.

"You work too hard." Dutton accepted the drink, fingers brushing hers deliberately. "What time you close tonight?"

"Two AM. Same as always." She pulled her hand back, resisting the urge to wipe it on her jeans.

"That's late for a woman to be alone." His smile widened slightly. "Dangerous, even. You should be more careful."

The words felt like a threat wrapped in concern. Luna held his gaze, refusing to flinch. "I can handle myself."

"I'm sure you can." Dutton sipped his whiskey. "How's your brother doing? Still at that apartment over on Cypress Street?"

Ice flooded her veins. She'd never mentioned her brother. Never told this bland, forgettable regular anything about her personal life.

"He's fine." Luna forced her voice to stay level. "You need anything else?"

"Not right now." Dutton settled back, completely relaxed. "I'll be here a while. Enjoy watching you work."

Luna moved down the bar, pulse hammering against her ribs. She filled drink orders on autopilot while her mind raced. How the hell did he know about Donnie? How did he know where they lived?

The rest of the shift crawled past. Dutton nursed his whiskey, occasionally catching her eye with that unsettling smile. When last call finally came at 1:30 AM, Luna had never been more grateful to start closing procedures.

"Night, Luna!" Marcy, the other bartender, grabbed her purse and headed for the door. "See you Saturday!"

"Drive safe." Luna waited until Marcy's taillights disappeared before locking the front entrance. The Rusty Anchor stood at the edge of town, surrounded by empty lots and closed businesses. At 2 AM, the isolation felt suffocating.

She finished her closing routine with mechanical efficiency. Cash drawer balanced, bottles restocked, floors mopped. The mindless tasks usually calmed her, but tonight every shadow seemed to hide something sinister.

Luna grabbed the trash bags and headed for the back door. The dumpster sat twenty feet across the cracked parking lot, illuminated by a single flickering streetlight. She'd made this trip a thousand times without thinking twice.

Tonight, she hesitated.

The back window. Someone had been looking through the back window.

Luna's breath caught as realization crashed over her. For weeks, she'd felt watched during closing. For weeks, she'd dismissed it as paranoia. But those smudges on the glass weren't from the inside. Someone had been standing out there in the dark, watching her count money, watching her clean, watching her lock up alone.

Her phone was in her purse back at the bar. Luna set down the trash bags, hand moving to the small knife she kept clipped inside her waistband. Not much, but better than nothing.

She scanned the parking lot. Her beat-up Honda sat near the dumpster, exactly where she always parked. Nothing looked disturbed. No movement in the shadows.

Maybe she was overreacting. Maybe Dutton knowing about Donnie was just small-town gossip. Maybe—

The streetlight went out.

Luna froze as darkness swallowed the parking lot. Not a power failure. Too convenient. Too deliberate.

Someone was out there.

She backed toward the door, knife now in her hand. The metal felt inadequate against the sudden weight of danger pressing in from all sides. Ten feet to safety. Nine. Eight.

A footstep scraped concrete behind her.

Luna spun, blade up, just as hands grabbed for her shoulders. She twisted hard, driving her elbow back into soft tissue. Her attacker grunted but didn't release his grip.

"Fucking bitch—"

She recognized the voice. Mike Stevens, one of Dutton's drinking buddies. Unemployed construction worker who always sat two stools down and never said much beyond ordering beer.

Luna stomped down hard on his instep, driving her heel into bone. Stevens cursed and loosened his hold just enough for her to wrench free. She spun to run—

Another man stepped from the shadows between her and the door. Bigger than Stevens, face hidden in darkness.

"Don't make this difficult," he said calmly. "Just come with us. Mr. Dutton wants to talk."

Fear and fury warred in Luna's chest. She'd been right. Dutton had been stalking her. And now he'd sent his lackeys to—what? Grab her? Take her somewhere private where she could scream all she wanted?

"Fuck that." Luna shifted her weight, knife ready. She'd grown up fighting, learned young that sometimes violence was the only language that worked. "You can tell Dutton to go straight to hell."

Stevens laughed behind her. "Feisty. Boss said you would be. Said that's what makes it fun."

The bigger man started forward. Luna tensed to meet him, knowing the odds were shit but refusing to go down easy—

Movement exploded from the darkness near her car.

A massive shape materialized behind the bigger man, moving with shocking silence for something so large. Luna caught a glimpse of work-worn hands, broad shoulders, and cold, focused eyes before those hands caught the big man's head and twisted hard.

The crack echoed across the empty lot.

The body dropped like a puppet with cut strings.

Stevens made a choked sound and reached for something at his waistband. Luna's savior closed the distance between them in two strides, impossibly fast for someone his size. He caught Stevens' wrist in a crushing grip, the motion almost casual, and drove his other hand into the attacker's throat.

Stevens went down gasping, clutching his crushed windpipe.

Luna stood frozen, knife still raised, as her unexpected rescuer turned to face her. The flickering streetlight chose that moment to buzz back to life, illuminating features she'd seen before but never really registered.

Grit. The quiet prospect who sometimes sat in the back corner nursing a single beer for hours. Massive build, oil-stained hands, eyes that assessed everything and revealed nothing. She'd never heard him say more than two words.

He'd just killed two men in under ten seconds.

"You hurt?" His voice was low, rough from disuse.

Luna shook her head, not trusting herself to speak. Her pulse hammered so hard she could feel it in her throat.

Grit's gaze dropped to the knife in her hand, then returned to her face. Something shifted in those assessing eyes. Approval, maybe. Or recognition.

"Good." He moved past her to Stevens, who'd stopped gasping and now lay still. Grit checked both bodies with clinical efficiency, then straightened. "More coming. Need to move."

"What?" Luna finally found her voice. "More what? What the hell is happening?"

"Being watched." Grit pulled a phone from his jacket, thumbs moving rapidly across the screen. "Weeks now. Dutton's been tracking you. Building a pattern."

Horror crawled up Luna's spine. "How do you know that?"

"Been watching him watch you." Grit pocketed his phone and met her eyes. "Protecting what's in our territory."

Our territory. The Gator Kings. Luna had heard the stories, knew the MC controlled most of South Florida's criminal operations with brutal efficiency. She'd just never expected them to give a damn about one bartender at a dive bar.

She'd especially never expected one of their prospects to be watching over her like some kind of lethal guardian angel.

"Why?" The question came out sharper than intended. "Why would you care?"

Something flickered across Grit's face. Heat, fierce and barely controlled, before his expression locked down again. "Get your things. Now. They'll send more when these two don't report back."

Luna hesitated. Every self-preservation instinct screamed not to trust the dangerous stranger who'd just killed two men in her parking lot. But those same instincts recognized a simple truth: Grit had saved her life. And whatever Dutton had planned involved more than two lackeys and a quiet conversation.

"My purse is inside." Luna started for the door, then stopped. "My brother. Dutton knows where he lives."

"Already handled." Grit moved with her, positioning himself between Luna and the darkness beyond the parking lot. "Python's getting him to the compound. He'll be protected."

The casual certainty in his voice made something in Luna's chest tighten. She'd been protecting Donnie alone since their parents died five years ago. Shouldering every burden, fighting every battle, never asking for help because help always came with strings attached.

Now this quiet, lethal stranger was offering protection like it was simple. Like keeping her safe was worth killing for.

Luna grabbed her purse and keys, mind racing. She should call the cops. She should run. She should do anything except climb onto the back of a motorcycle with a man she didn't know and let him take her to a criminal compound.

Instead, she locked the bar's back door and followed Grit to where his bike waited in the shadows.

He handed her a helmet without a word. Luna took it, fingers brushing his, and felt heat arc between them like a live wire.

Grit went still, gaze locked on where they touched. When he looked up, his eyes held naked hunger.

"Mine to protect," he said quietly. Claiming. Territorial. Absolute.

Luna should have been terrified. Should have run screaming. Instead, something wild and reckless in her chest answered that claim with fierce recognition.

"Then protect me." She pulled on the helmet and climbed on behind him, arms wrapping around solid muscle and controlled strength. "But you better not get me killed."

Grit's laugh was low and dangerous. "Not a chance."

The engine roared to life, and they disappeared into the night with death waiting in the shadows behind them.
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Grit had killed men before, but never with a woman's arms wrapped around him feeling like salvation.

Luna's grip tightened as he took a corner hard, her body molding against his back with perfect trust. She hadn't screamed when he'd snapped Stevens' neck. Hadn't hesitated when he'd told her to run. Just grabbed that knife and prepared to fight like she'd been doing it her whole life.

Something primal in his chest recognized her strength. Responded to it. Claimed it.

Mine to protect. The thought had been immediate and absolute when he'd watched Dutton's men close in on her. No calculation, no weighing of consequences. Just pure territorial instinct that demanded he eliminate the threat to what belonged under his watch.

Except Luna Mitchell didn't belong to anyone. That much was clear from the way she'd challenged him even with a blade in her hand and death at her back.

Made him want her more.

Grit pulled into the compound's outer perimeter, slowing as the security lights activated. The Gator Kings' territory sprawled across forty protected acres, compound buildings arranged in defensive positions that Swamp had designed with military precision. Most nights, Grit appreciated the structural integrity. Tonight, he just wanted Luna behind walls thick enough to stop bullets.

Python emerged from the main building as Grit killed the engine. The sergeant at arms moved with predatory grace, his lean frame deceptive. Grit had seen Python take down men twice his size using nothing but speed and ruthless efficiency.

"Got the brother secured." Python's gaze flicked to Luna, assessment sharp. "Kid's scared but holding together. Asking about his sister."

"I'm right here." Luna pulled off her helmet, dark hair tumbling free. She swung off the bike with athletic ease, no hesitation despite being surrounded by bikers and compound security. "Where is he?"

"Guest quarters." Python jerked his chin toward the residential section. "Reaper's keeping watch. Kid mentioned something about nursing school exams?"

"He's worried about me missing study time." Luna's laugh held an edge. "That's Donnie. Someone's trying to kidnap his sister and he's concerned about my GPA."

Grit watched her process the situation with admirable calm. No hysterics, no demands for explanations. Just practical assessment of what mattered most. Her brother's safety. Her own next steps. The reality of entering MC territory as something between guest and protected asset.

She'd fit here better than she realized.

"Need to brief Swamp." Grit caught Python's attention. "Dutton escalated tonight. Sent Stevens and Ramirez to grab her after closing."

"Past tense?" Python's expression didn't change, but satisfaction flickered in his eyes.

"Past tense." Grit kept his voice level. "Bodies in the Rusty Anchor parking lot. Dutton will know we interfered by morning."

"Good." Python's smile held zero warmth. "Let that stalking piece of shit know he touched MC territory. See how bold he feels then."

Luna shifted, drawing both men's attention. Her hazel eyes moved between them, reading dynamics with the skill of someone who'd spent years managing drunk customers and potential violence. "You said Dutton's been tracking me for weeks. What else do you know?"

Direct question. No fear in her voice despite being outnumbered and outgunned. Grit felt heat coil low in his gut.

"He's been watching multiple women." Grit pulled his phone, thumbing through the surveillance photos he'd compiled. "Bartenders, waitresses, nurses working night shifts. All alone, all vulnerable. You're the fifth target I've confirmed in MC territory."

Luna took the phone, scrolling through images with growing tension in her shoulders. "These are all from the past month. Why didn't you warn us?"

"Needed pattern confirmation before approaching potential victims." Python's tone held no apology. "Women don't typically trust bikers telling them they're being stalked. Needed solid intel before making contact."

"So you just watched?" Anger crept into Luna's voice. Sharp and righteous. "Let this creep hunt women like animals while you gathered evidence?"

"Watched and protected." Grit stepped closer, crowding her space deliberately. Testing her reaction. "Every woman on that list has had shadow protection for three weeks. Round the clock surveillance. Nobody touches them."

Luna held her ground, chin lifting to meet his gaze. "And tonight? When Stevens grabbed me?"

"Tonight you fought back." Grit let approval bleed into his tone. "Proved you're not prey. Made Dutton's hunters into targets."

Something shifted in her expression. Recognition, maybe, of the brutal logic governing MC territory. Here, strength earned respect. Vulnerability invited predation. She'd drawn blood and refused to submit, which meant she'd earned protection instead of just receiving it.

"Swamp's in church." Python broke the tension, jerking his head toward the main building. "Wants full debrief. Bring her. Brotherhood needs to see what we're protecting."

Grit nodded, then turned to Luna. "You good to walk in there? They'll want to hear your side."

"I've handled worse than a room full of bikers." Luna handed back his phone, fingers brushing his. The contact sparked heat up his arm. "Besides, I want to hear what your president plans to do about the psychopath stalking women in his territory."

Python laughed, genuine amusement in the sound. "She'll fit in fine. Come on."

The main building's interior reflected Swamp's military background. Clean lines, functional design, nothing wasted on decoration. The church room sat at the heart of the structure, heavy oak table surrounded by chairs bearing names carved into the wood.

Six men occupied those chairs when Grit led Luna inside. Swamp at the head, Gator to his right, Cypress handling what looked like financial reports. Sawgrass leaned back with casual alertness while Panther and Manatee flanked the sides.

All eyes locked on Luna the moment she entered.

Grit moved to stand behind her, close enough to feel her body heat. Close enough to make his claim obvious to every man in the room. She was under his protection. His responsibility. His.

"Luna Mitchell." Swamp's voice carried natural authority, the kind that came from leading men through actual combat. "Appreciate you coming in. Understand you've had a rough night."

"That's one way to describe attempted kidnapping." Luna met the president's gaze without flinching. "Your prospect says you've been tracking the man responsible. I want to know what you're doing about it."

Impressed silence filled the room. Women didn't typically walk into church and demand answers from the Gator Kings' president. They especially didn't do it with that edge of challenge in their voice.

Grit felt pride surge through his chest. She had backbone. Real steel that wouldn't bend under pressure.

"Direct. I like that." Swamp leaned forward, fingers steepled. "Here's the situation. Craig Dutton's been stalking women in our territory for approximately six weeks. We've confirmed five targets, possibly more. He's patient, methodical, and smart enough to avoid law enforcement attention."

"Until tonight." Gator's rough voice held satisfaction. "When he sent men after a woman under MC protection."

"I didn't know I was under MC protection." Luna glanced back at Grit. "Your prospect's been playing guardian angel without introduction."

"Grit takes his assignments seriously." Swamp's gaze flicked between them, reading what was already building. "Noticed the stalking pattern three weeks ago during routine territory patrol. Brought it to church. We authorized protection detail."

"And now?" Luna crossed her arms. "Stevens and his buddy are dead in my parking lot. Dutton knows you're involved. What happens next?"

"Now we eliminate the threat." Python spoke from his position near the door. "Dutton made this personal when he targeted women under our watch. Can't let that stand."

Luna absorbed this with remarkable composure. Most civilians
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