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The three men in leather cuts didn't belong at The Anchor.

Addison Hill had been bartending the roadhouse for two years, long enough to recognize every face that walked through those doors. Fishermen, truckers, bikers from Savage Tide MC—she knew them all by their drinks and their demons. But these three? Their cuts bore patches she'd never seen before, crimson devils with forked tails wrapped around a motorcycle wheel.

"What'll it be?" she asked, sliding cocktail napkins across the scarred wooden bar.

The one in the center—tall, lean, with pale eyes that made her skin crawl—smiled without warmth. "Three Buds. Bottles."

His voice carried authority and something else. Something that made every survival instinct she'd developed growing up poor in trailer parks start screaming.

"Coming right up." Addison popped the caps and set the bottles down, noting how the men's eyes constantly swept the room, cataloguing exits and potential threats like professionals. Not casual bikers out for drinks. These men were stalking something.

Or someone.

They settled into the corner booth with clear sightlines to both entrances, speaking in voices too low for her to catch words. But their body language radiated menace—coiled tension barely held in check. The kind of men who solved problems with bullets first and questions later.

Friday night at The Anchor usually meant decent tips and manageable chaos. Dock workers blowing off steam, local couples grabbing burgers, maybe a few Savage Tide brothers stopping by for beer and pool. Normal people living normal lives in the working-class community she'd grown up protecting.

These men didn't feel normal.

"Addy, table six needs another pitcher," called Jenny Walsh from across the room, balancing plates on both arms with practiced ease.

"On it." Addison filled a fresh pitcher, but kept the strangers in her peripheral vision. Twenty minutes they'd been nursing those beers, talking in low murmurs while their eyes tracked every person who entered or left.

When Tommy Jenkins walked through the front door, everything changed.

The youngest member of Savage Tide MC looked exactly like what he was—a nineteen-year-old kid trying to earn his patch through loyalty and heart. His prospect cut hung loose on narrow shoulders, and his attempt at dangerous swagger fooled exactly nobody. Sweet kid. Reminded her of the little brother she'd never had.

The strangers' conversation stopped dead.

Tommy ordered his usual Coke—too young for beer, too proud to order it in front of everyone—and settled at the bar three stools down from where she was wiping glasses.

"How's it going, Addy?"

"Can't complain. How's prospect life treating you?"

His grin was all youth and enthusiasm. "Throttle's got me running security checks on the marina perimeter tomorrow. Real brotherhood business, you know?"

Throttle. The name made something flutter low in her stomach, same way it had for months. Road Captain of Savage Tide MC, with gunmetal gray eyes that seemed to see straight through her defenses and shoulders broad enough to carry the weight of protecting everyone he cared about. The kind of dangerous man she'd sworn to avoid after watching her mother chase one bad boy after another into poverty and heartbreak.

Except Throttle wasn't like the losers her mother had chosen. When he looked at Addison, she felt seen. Protected. Like she mattered to someone lethal enough to make that protection stick.

"That's great, Tommy. You're doing good work."

The kid's chest puffed with pride, and Addison felt that familiar surge of protectiveness toward the young men who saw the brotherhood as family when blood relatives had failed them.

From the corner booth, one of the strangers made a subtle gesture. The other two nodded and started sliding toward the exit.

Something icy settled in Addison's stomach.

"Tommy," she said quietly, "maybe you should head out too. It's getting late."

But the prospect was already standing, tossing a five on the bar with exaggerated casualness. "Yeah, gotta get back. Brothers don't like it when prospects stay out too late on school nights."

He winked and headed for the door, completely oblivious to the predators who'd been watching his every move.

Addison's hands trembled as she dried the same glass for the third time. The strangers had left right after Tommy, following him into the parking lot with the deliberate patience of killers who'd found their prey.

She should call someone. The club. The police. Somebody.

Instead, she found herself moving toward the front windows, drawn by a dread she couldn't name. The parking lot was poorly lit, all shadows and blind spots perfect for things decent people didn't want to witness.

Tommy was halfway to his bike when they surrounded him.

Even through the glass, she could see the fear that replaced his cocky swagger as three grown men closed in on one kid who'd never hurt anybody in his life. The leader—the one with those merciless eyes—pulled something from inside his cut.

A gun.

Addison's world tilted sideways as she watched the weapon rise, watched Tommy's hands come up in surrender, watched his mouth move in what looked like pleading.

Move. Call someone. Do something.

But her feet stayed frozen to the floor as the scene played out with horrific inevitability.

The first gunshot shattered the night air like breaking glass.

Tommy's body jerked backward, red blooming across his chest as he crumpled to the gravel.

The second and third shots were execution-style—professional, emotionless, final.

The leader holstered his weapon with the casual efficiency of a man who'd done this before. Many times. Then his head turned toward the roadhouse, scanning the windows with those predator's eyes.

And locked directly onto hers.

For one heart-stopping moment, they stared at each other through the glass. Executioner and witness. Killer and the woman who could identify him in a lineup.

His lips curved in a smile that promised death.

Addison dove behind the bar as bullets exploded through the front windows, showering her with glass and splinters. Wood splintered above her head as she crawled toward the kitchen on hands and knees, adrenaline and terror flooding her system.

Get out. Get out. Get out.

The shooting stopped, but she could hear boots crunching through broken glass, moving deeper into the roadhouse. Hunting her.

The kitchen exit was fifteen feet away. Might as well have been fifteen miles.

She made it in a low sprint, bursting through the back door into the alley where her ancient Honda waited like salvation on four wheels. Keys in her pocket, hands shaking so hard she could barely get them in the ignition.

The engine turned over on the third try.

As she peeled out of the alley, she caught a glimpse in her rearview mirror—three men in crimson devil cuts standing in the roadhouse doorway, watching her escape with the kind of patient calculation that meant this wasn't over.

Not even close.

Twenty minutes later, Addison sat in her apartment parking lot with the engine off and her hands still shaking on the steering wheel. Her phone buzzed against her thigh—probably Jenny wondering why she'd disappeared in the middle of her shift.

Instead, she stared at her reflection in the windshield and faced the truth that was going to change everything.

She was the only witness to Tommy Jenkins' murder.

And the men who'd killed him knew exactly who she was.
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The emergency call came in at 2:47 AM.

Throttle Parker rolled out of bed before his phone finished buzzing, muscle memory from his Coast Guard days kicking in. Emergency calls in the middle of the night meant someone was dead, dying, or about to be.

"Throttle."

"Get to the clubhouse. Now." Wrecker's voice carried the kind of lethal calm that meant blood had been spilled and retribution was coming. "Prospect's down. We got a situation."

The line went dead.

Throttle pulled on jeans and boots, grabbed his Glock from the nightstand, and was on his Road Glide within three minutes. The fifteen-mile ride to the compound gave him time to run scenarios, but none of them prepared him for the rage that hit him when Wrecker delivered the news.

"Tommy Jenkins is dead. Executed in The Anchor parking lot by three Crimson Devils. Professional job—three shots, close range, no witnesses except the bartender."

Addison.

The name slammed into Throttle's chest like a physical blow. For six months, he'd been circling that woman like a planet drawn to the sun, fighting every protective instinct that demanded he claim her before some other bastard realized what a prize she was. Sharp tongue, fierce independence, and curves that made his hands itch to map every inch. But Addison Hill had walls built from a lifetime of watching strong men disappoint weak women, and Throttle had been patient.

Patience just became a luxury he couldn't afford.

"Where is she?" The question came out rougher than he'd intended, but the brotherhood was used to his economical communication style.

"Unknown. Disappeared from the roadhouse after the shooting. Could be dead, could be running, could be hiding." Wrecker's dark eyes tracked Throttle's reaction with the calculating precision of a president who'd kept his club alive through three territory wars. "But if she's alive, she's the only witness who can identify the shooters."

Dagger leaned forward from his position against the bar, surgical scars on his forearms catching the overhead light. "Crimson Devils don't leave witnesses breathing. If they haven't found her yet, it's only because they're still looking."

"Then we find her first." Throttle's voice carried the kind of finality that ended discussions. He'd been coordinating tactical operations since he was twenty-two, first in the Coast Guard and then as Savage Tide's Road Captain. Finding one woman in familiar territory was logistics, not miracles.

Protecting her from a rival club that specialized in making problems disappear? That was going to require every skill he'd learned in fifteen years of keeping dangerous men alive.

"Already sent Whisper to canvas her usual spots," Wrecker said. "But Throttle, if she witnessed Tommy's execution, she's not just a civilian in the wrong place anymore. She's a tactical asset who can identify cop killers. That makes her valuable to us and dangerous to them."

Punisher shifted in his chair, the movement drawing attention to the Sig Sauer holstered under his left arm. "Crimson Devils aren't gonna negotiate for a witness. They'll torture location out of anyone who might know where she is, kill her, and disappear back to whatever hole they crawled out of."

The casual mention of torture made something violent twist in Throttle's chest. The thought of Addison afraid, hurt, or worse—it awakened instincts that had nothing to do with club loyalty and everything to do with a possession he'd never acknowledged out loud.

"She's not just any witness." The words came out before he could stop them, carrying more territorial claim than tactical assessment. "She's been in that roadhouse for two years. Knows every regular, every routine, every detail about how business gets conducted in our territory. If Crimson Devils get their hands on her, they don't just eliminate a witness—they get intelligence about our operations."

It was a reasonable tactical justification for the obsessive protectiveness clawing at his ribs. It was also complete bullshit, and every brother in the room knew it.

Demon's laugh held no humor. "Right. This is about intelligence."

"Shut the hell up."

"Brother's been circling that woman for months like she's got a target painted on her back," Viper added helpfully. "Now she actually does."

Wrecker held up a hand, silencing the commentary with presidential authority. "Personal interest aside, she's a civilian who witnessed the execution of a Savage Tide prospect in our territory. That makes protecting her club business whether Throttle wants to claim her or not."

The word *claim* hung in the air like smoke from a fired weapon. Because that's exactly what Throttle wanted to do—claim Addison Hill so completely that every rival club in three states would know that touching her meant declaring war on Savage Tide MC.

"Found her." Whisper's voice crackled through the radio system. "Apartment complex on Marina Drive. Car's here, lights are on, but she's not answering the door."

"Could be sleeping," Dagger suggested without much conviction.

"Could be dead," Punisher countered.

Throttle was already moving toward the door. "Could be scared out of her mind and smart enough not to open the door for strangers at three in the morning." He grabbed his tactical vest from the equipment locker, muscle memory from a hundred emergency responses guiding his movements. "I'll bring her in."

"Throttle." Wrecker's presidential tone stopped him at the threshold. "She witnessed a professional execution. She's gonna be traumatized, suspicious, and probably armed. You go in there with your usual charm offensive, you might get shot before you can explain why she should trust you."

"She'll trust me." The certainty in his voice surprised even him, but it was truth. Whatever walls Addison had built, whatever reasons she'd kept him at arm's length for six months, none of that mattered now. She was in danger, he could protect her, and that was going to be enough.

It had to be.

Twenty minutes later, Throttle stood outside Addison's apartment door with backup positioned at strategic points around the building and a tactical plan that accounted for everything except the woman who answered his quiet knock.

She looked like hell. Beautiful, fierce, terrified hell.

Dark hair tangled from running hands through it, green eyes wide with the kind of hypervigilance that came from witnessing violent death, and a baseball bat gripped in white-knuckled hands. She'd changed out of her work clothes into jeans and a tank top that showed bruises on her arms where she'd crawled through broken glass.

"Addison." Her name came out softer than he'd intended, carrying more relief than tactical professionalism. "It's Throttle. From Savage Tide."

"I know who you are." Her voice was steady despite the tremor in her hands. "Question is, how did you know where to find me?"

Smart woman. Even traumatized and terrified, she was asking the right questions.

"Tommy Jenkins was one of ours. When he didn't check in tonight, we sent someone to The Anchor looking for him." Throttle kept his voice calm, non-threatening, the tone he'd used to talk panicked civilians through storm evacuations. "Found blood in the parking lot and bullet holes in your windows. Put two and two together."

Addison's grip on the bat tightened. "So you know what happened."

"I know Tommy's dead. I know you saw who killed him. And I know you're in danger." Throttle shifted slightly, angling his body to shield her from potential sniper positions while keeping his hands visible and non-threatening. "I'm here to help."

"Help how?" The sharp edge in her voice reminded him why he'd been drawn to her in the first
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