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The Rusty Anchor smelled like stale beer and desperation at eleven-forty on a Thursday night. Kate Marsberg wiped down the scarred oak bar for the third time, her back aching from the double shift she'd pulled—six hours at the diner followed by another six slinging drinks to the regulars who had nowhere better to be.

Two more hours until closing. Then home to relieve Mrs. Olsen, the babysitter who charged twenty bucks a night Kate couldn't afford but paid anyway because Lily was worth every penny. Her six-year-old daughter who deserved better than a mom working herself to exhaustion just to keep their shitty apartment.

"Another round, Katie." Old Joe raised his empty glass, his fourth whiskey of the night.

"That's your limit, Joe. You know the rule." She softened it with a smile because Joe tipped decent and never got handsy like some of the assholes who came through.

"You're breaking my heart, darlin'."

"You'll survive." She moved down the bar, collecting empties, her attention snagging on the back booth where three men she didn't recognize had been talking in low voices for the past hour.

The Carlson family sat in the booth behind them—Carlos and Iris with their teenage daughter Sofia. Kate had known them for years. Carlos worked the docks, Iris cleaned houses, and they were decent people trying to make it like everyone else in this dying coastal town.

One of the strangers shifted, and Kate caught the edge of their conversation.

"—Friday. That's your deadline." The speaker was thick-built, maybe thirty-five, with the kind of shoulders that said he enjoyed hurting people. "Russo doesn't give extensions."

Kate's stomach tightened. Vincent Russo. Everyone knew that name—the loan shark who'd been operating in the area for years, bleeding working families dry with interest rates that should be illegal.

"We're trying," Carlos said, his voice strained. "But the boat repairs cost more than—"

"Not my problem." The thick guy leaned forward. "You borrowed fifteen grand. With interest, you owe twenty-two. Russo wants his money by Friday, or we start collecting other ways."

Iris's hand trembled as she reached for her daughter. "Please. We just need a little more time."

"Time's up." The man's smile made Kate's skin crawl. "Pretty daughter you got there. Sofia, right? Heard she walks home from school every day. Be a shame if something happened to her."

The blood drained from Iris's face.

Kate's hands clenched around the glass she was holding. Every instinct screamed at her to stay out of it, to keep her head down and her mouth shut. She had Lily to think about. A mortgage of problems already without borrowing someone else's.

But Sofia was sixteen. Just a kid.

The Martinezes left ten minutes later, Iris clutching Sofia like she could shield her daughter from the world through sheer force of will. The three men stayed, ordering another round Kate delivered with hands that wanted to shake.

"That's Bobby Marsh," Old Joe muttered when she returned to his end of the bar. "Works for Russo. Mean son of a bitch."

"I gathered that."

"Stay clear of him, Katie. Men like that don't play nice."

She nodded, but her jaw was tight. The anger burning in her chest had nowhere to go except inward where it joined all the other frustrations of being broke and tired and alone.

The other customers filtered out over the next hour. By twelve-thirty, only Bobby Marsh and his two buddies remained, nursing beers and laughing about something that probably involved someone else's misery.

Kate started closing procedures—cash drawer counted, glasses washed, floors swept. The ritual of ending another shift that barely covered her bills.

"Hey, sweetheart." Bobby's voice cut through the quiet. "Another round before you kick us out."

"Kitchen's closed. Last call was twenty minutes ago."

"Wasn't asking about food." He stood, moving toward the bar with that confident swagger guys like him always had. Men who thought their size and their mean streak made them untouchable.

Kate had been dealing with drunk assholes since she was twenty-two. She knew how to handle this—polite but firm, don't engage, don't escalate.

But when Bobby leaned against the bar, close enough she could smell the beer on his breath, the anger that had been simmering all night broke through her better judgment.

"Leave the Carlson family alone."

The words were out before she could stop them. Bobby's eyebrows rose, then he laughed—a sound with no humor in it.

"That's cute. You giving me orders, sweetheart?"

"I'm telling you they're decent people who don't deserve to be threatened."

"Decent people pay their debts." He leaned closer. "You want to pay it for them? Twenty-two grand. I'll take it right now."

Kate's bank account had maybe eight hundred dollars. "They need more time."

"Not how it works." Bobby's smile disappeared. "Here's some free advice—mind your own business. Russo doesn't like people sticking their noses where they don't belong."

"Then maybe Russo should stop threatening children."

She saw the shift in his expression—amusement turning to something uglier. His hand shot out, gripping her wrist hard enough to hurt.

"You got a daughter, don't you? Pretty little thing. What's her name—Lily?"

Kate's blood turned to ice. "Let go of me."

"Heard she goes to Coastal Elementary. Real nice school. Lots of kids playing on that playground. Be terrible if someone wasn't watching close enough. Kids wander off all the time."

Terror and fury crashed through her in equal measure. She yanked her wrist free, stumbling back against the liquor shelves. "You stay away from my daughter."

"Then you stay out of Russo's business." Bobby straightened, still smiling that dead smile. "Understand?"

She understood she wanted to grab the baseball bat under the register and beat him unconscious. She understood she was shaking with an anger so pure it felt like it could burn through her skin.

But she also understood she was alone in this bar with three men who could hurt her badly if they wanted to. And that Lily was home with Mrs. Olsen, defenseless if these bastards decided to make good on their threats.

"Get out." Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

Bobby laughed, tossing a twenty on the bar. "Have a good night, sweetheart. Remember what I said."

They left in a cloud of casual menace, the door swinging shut behind them with a cheerful jingle that didn't match the sick feeling in Kate's stomach.

She stood there for a full minute, her wrist throbbing where Bobby had grabbed her, her heart hammering so hard she felt lightheaded.

Then she pulled out her phone and called 911.

The cop who showed up forty minutes later looked bored before she even finished explaining. Officer Davidson, according to his name tag—mid-forties, soft around the middle, the kind of guy who'd stopped caring about his job years ago.

"So this man threatened you?"

"He threatened my daughter. And the Carlson family. He's collecting for Vincent Russo, and he told Iris Carlson that something might happen to her daughter if they don't pay by Friday."

Davidson wrote something in his notebook with the enthusiasm of someone filling out a grocery list. "Did he make a specific threat? Say exactly what he'd do?"

"He implied—"

"Implications aren't actionable, ma'am."

Kate's temper, already frayed, snapped. "He grabbed my wrist and told me my daughter might get hurt. That's assault and a threat."

"Did he say 'I will hurt your daughter'? Those exact words?"

"No, but—"

"Then it's a civil debt collection issue. If the Carlson family has a problem with their loan, they need to take it up in court."

"Court? They can't afford—" She stopped, recognizing the brick wall when she hit it. Davidson didn't care. The cops in this town never cared about people like the Martinezes or her. They cared about the tourists and the property taxes and staying out of trouble that might require actual work.

"I'll make a note of the incident," Davidson said, already moving toward the door. "But unless there's a specific, credible threat with witnesses, there's not much we can do."

"So I'm supposed to wait until he actually hurts someone?"

"I'm sorry, ma'am. That's how the law works."

He left, and Kate stood in her empty bar feeling more alone than she had in years.

She finished closing, locked up, and walked to her beat-up Honda in the gravel parking lot. The night air was thick with salt and humidity, a storm building offshore that would probably roll in by morning.

Her hands shook as she started the engine.

Bobby Marsh knew where Lily went to school. He'd threatened her baby girl.

And the cops didn't give a shit.

Kate drove home through empty streets, her mind spinning through options that all felt equally hopeless. She couldn't afford to pay the Martinezes' debt. She couldn't move—where would she go with no money and no job prospects? She couldn't fight Bobby Marsh and whatever organization stood behind him.

She parked outside her apartment building, a three-story complex that had seen better decades, and sat there for a long moment trying to stop shaking.

She was on her own. Like always.

The only difference was now someone had put her daughter in their crosshairs, and Kate Marsberg would burn the whole goddamn town down before she let anyone hurt Lily.

She just had to figure out how to do it without getting them both killed.
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Church was called for nine a.m., which meant Storm had been awake since six running the coastal highway that connected their territory. Thirty miles of asphalt he knew like the back of his hand—every turn, every scenic overlook where tourists pulled over for photos, every abandoned access road where problems could be handled quietly.

He parked his blacked-out Softail in the compound lot next to Gunner's stripped-down Dyna and Crossfire's beat-to-shit Sportster. The morning sun was already brutal, promising another scorcher that would have the tourists flooding the beaches and the locals retreating to air-conditioned bars.

Inside the clubhouse, most of the brotherhood had already gathered. Salt stood near the windows with his arms crossed, that tactical mind of his probably three moves ahead already. Anchor occupied his usual spot—massive frame taking up half the couch, knuckles swollen from whatever collection he'd handled last night.

Breaker was arguing with Crossfire about something that involved a lot of hand gestures and creative profanity. Gunner cleaned his sidearm at the table with the kind of focus that came from eight years of Marine Corps discipline. Undertow sat in the corner like a ghost, ice-blue eyes tracking everything and revealing nothing.

"Storm." Tide's voice cut through the noise. The president stood behind the head of the table, hands braced on the scarred wood. "You were out early."

"Ran the perimeter. Everything's quiet."

"Won't be for long." Tide waited until everyone settled into their seats. Church had an order to it—hierarchy that mattered, respect that was earned not given. Storm took his seat as Road Captain, Salt to Tide's right as VP, Anchor on the left as Sergeant at Arms.

"We've got a problem." Tide's storm-gray eyes scanned the table. "Vincent Russo."

Gunner looked up from his weapon. "The loan shark?"

"He's been operating in our territory for two years. Kept things quiet, stayed mostly in the tourist areas where we don't give a shit. But he's expanding. Targeting working families now—the people we're supposed to protect."

Salt pulled out a folder, sliding it across the table. "Got intel from Lindsey. She's been hearing complaints at the marina—dock workers getting squeezed, fishing families losing their boats to predatory loans. Russo's bringing in outside muscle, getting aggressive about collections."

Storm flipped through the papers. Names he recognized—people who'd lived here for generations, who were barely scraping by while developers and rich assholes drove up property values and pushed them out. People like his own family had been, before Katrina took everything.

"How aggressive?" Breaker asked.

"Threatening families. Kids." Tide's jaw tightened. "Crossed the line from business into terrorism."

Anchor's huge hands curled into fists on the table. "We paying him a visit?"

"That's what we're here to decide." Tide leaned back. "Russo's connected. Not major organized crime, but he's got relationships with crews in Charleston and Savannah. Taking him down means potential blowback."

"Fuck the blowback." Crossfire's accent thickened the way it always did when he got heated. "We let him terrorize families in our territory, what's the point of the club?"

"Agreed," Salt said. "But we need intel first. Know his operation, his muscle, his connections. Can't go in blind."

Storm studied the papers, his mind already mapping routes. "I'll handle reconnaissance. Know the roads he uses for collections, the places his guys operate. Can track movement patterns, figure out his schedule."

"Why you?" Gunner asked.

"Because I've been watching his crew for three weeks." Storm met Tide's eyes. "Figured this was coming."

A few of the brothers grinned. That was Storm—always three steps ahead on the road, trusting his gut about where trouble would come from.

"What'd you see?" Tide asked.

"Two primary collectors working in rotating pairs. Bobby Marsh and Frank Deluca. Marsh is the loud one, gets off on intimidation. Deluca's the real problem—former mob muscle, methodical, doesn't make mistakes." Storm pulled out his phone, showing photos he'd taken from a distance. "They work out of a warehouse near the industrial park. Russo himself only shows up twice a week, always with two bodyguards."

Salt studied the photos with tactical precision. "Security?"

"Basic. Cameras, but no hardened perimeter. They're not expecting military-level assault because nobody's been stupid enough to try."

"Until now," Breaker said with a feral grin.

Tide held up a hand. "We do this smart. Storm handles recon, figures out their patterns and vulnerabilities. Salt coordinates with Lindsey for any additional intel from the harbor. Anchor, you and the enforcers start making our presence known—patrol the areas where Russo's been operating, let people see we're watching."

"What about the families already in debt?" Undertow's voice was quiet, but everyone listened when he spoke. "They're still vulnerable."

"We put them under protection. Anyone threatens them, they call us." Tide's expression hardened. "Make it clear to Russo's crew—they're in our territory now, and we don't tolerate this shit."

The brotherhood nodded. This was why they'd formed the club—to protect their own when the law wouldn't, when the system failed the people who actually built these communities with their sweat and blood.

"One more thing." Salt pulled out another paper. "Got a report last night. Bartender at the Rusty Anchor called the cops about Bobby Marsh threatening her and some family he was collecting from. Cops blew her off."

Storm's attention sharpened. "The Rusty Anchor?"

"Yeah. Kate Marsberg. Single mom, works two jobs, apparently got in Marsh's face about threatening the Carlson family." Salt's expression showed grudging respect. "Marsh told her he knew where her daughter went to school, made it clear he'd hurt the kid if she didn't back off."

Something cold and lethal settled in Storm's chest. He knew Kate—had been watching her for months from his stool at the end of the bar, nursing a beer and pretending he wasn't completely fucking captivated by the way she handled drunk assholes and long shifts with equal competence.

Sharp tongue, green eyes that flashed when she got pissed, curves that made him think thoughts that had no business in a church meeting. Single mom who worked herself to exhaustion taking care of her kid, never asking for help, too proud and too stubborn for her own good.

And Bobby Marsh had threatened her daughter.

"I'll handle the Anchor." The words came out harder than Storm intended. "Know the place, know the bartender. I can make sure Russo's guys understand she's off limits."

Crossfire's eyebrows rose. "You know her, huh?"

"I drink there sometimes."

"Yeah?" Breaker grinned. "That why you've been heading into town every Thursday for the past six months?"

"Fuck off."

The brotherhood's laughter rolled through the room—crude and knowing. They could smell interest on a brother like sharks smelled blood.

"Kate Marsberg." Gunner pulled out his phone, probably running a background check. "Twenty-eight, divorced three years ago, ex-husband's a piece of shit who bailed on child support. Works at the Rusty Anchor nights, diner during the day. Clean record except a speeding ticket two years ago."

"Got a picture?" Breaker asked.

Storm's hands clenched under the table. The protective surge that hit him was irrational—she wasn't his, had never even had a real conversation with him beyond taking his order. But the thought of these bastards looking at her, talking about her, made something possessive and vicious rise in his chest.

"Doesn't matter what she looks like," Tide said, shutting down that line of questioning with the authority that made him president. "She's a civilian in our territory who got threatened for doing the right thing. That makes her our responsibility."

"Storm's responsibility," Salt corrected, his expression amused. "Since he's volunteering."

"I'm the Road Captain. I know the territory."

"Sure. That's why." Crossfire wasn't even trying to hide his grin now.

"You got a problem?" Storm asked, his voice dropping into the range that usually preceded violence.

"Nope. Just think it's about damn time you claimed something besides roads and routes."

Tide rapped his knuckles on the table, bringing order back. "Storm handles protection detail for the Rusty Anchor and Kate Marsberg. Make sure Russo's crew knows she's under club protection. If they've got a problem with that, they can bring it to me."

Storm nodded, already planning. He'd need to establish visible presence, make it clear that touching Kate or her kid would be the last mistake Bobby Marsh ever made.

And if that meant spending more time around the woman who'd been occupying way too much of his headspace lately, well, that was just tactical necessity.

"Anything else?" Tide asked.

Salt glanced at Storm with barely concealed amusement. "Yeah. Somebody should probably tell Storm that claiming a woman means actually talking to her, not just staring from the end of the bar like a creep."

"I don't stare."

"Brother, you stare like she's water and you've been in the desert for a month." Anchor's rumble of a voice held unexpected humor. "Whole club knows about your thing for the bartender."

"Don't have a thing."

"Right." Breaker stood, stretching. "That's why you threatened to break my jaw when I said I might ask her out."

Storm didn't remember saying that, but it sounded accurate. The thought of any other man touching Kate, talking to her, making her laugh—yeah, that would end with broken bones and no regrets.

"Meeting's over." Tide's tone said he was done with the ribbing, even if the bastard was trying not to smile. "Get to work. Storm, establish protection. Everyone else, make our presence known. We're sending a message to Russo—find a different territory to bleed dry, because this one's taken."

The brotherhood filed out, but Crossfire caught Storm's arm in the parking lot. "You really been watching this girl for six months?"

"She's not a girl. She's a woman with a kid and more problems than she needs."

"And you want to add yourself to that list of problems?"

Storm looked at his brother—one of the few people in the world he actually gave a shit about. "She stood up to Marsh knowing she couldn't win. Knowing he could hurt her. Did it anyway because it was right. That's not something you find every day."

"That's called courage, brother. Also called a one-way ticket to getting hurt." Crossfire's expression turned serious. "You go down this road, it's not just protection detail. You know that, right? The way you're talking about her already—that's claiming behavior."

Storm did know. Had known for months that Kate Marsberg was different, that the pull he felt wasn't just attraction but something deeper and more dangerous. The kind of thing he'd been running from since Katrina taught him that everything good got ripped away eventually.

But Bobby Marsh had threatened her kid.

And Storm was done running.

"She doesn't even know me," he said finally.

"So introduce yourself." Crossfire grinned. "Just maybe lead with something other than 'I've been obsessively watching you for half a year.'"

"Fuck you."

"Save that energy for Marsh. You're gonna need it."

Storm straddled his Softail, the engine roaring to life with a sound that never failed to settle something in his chest. The road always made sense even when nothing else did—just throttle and asphalt and the wind trying to strip away everything that hurt.

He had intel to gather, territory to patrol, and a bartender to protect who didn't know she'd just become his whether she liked it or not.

Bobby Marsh had made his last mistake when he put Kate Marsberg in his crosshairs.

Now it was just a matter of making sure the bastard understood that before Storm killed him for it.
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Kate had checked on Lily three times during the night, standing in her daughter's doorway watching the rise and fall of her small chest, terrified that somehow Bobby Marsh would materialize out of the darkness and make good on his threat.

She'd gotten maybe two hours of sleep total.

Now she was pouring coffee for the breakfast crowd at Mel's Diner, moving on autopilot while her mind spun through the same useless loop. She couldn't quit her jobs—they needed the money. She couldn't move—she had no savings and nowhere to go. She couldn't fight Bobby Marsh because he was bigger, meaner, and backed by an organization that specialized in breaking people.

She was trapped, and the only thing she could do was pray he'd been bluffing about Lily.

"You look like hell, Katie." Mel stood at the pass-through, her weathered face concerned. The owner had been running this diner for thirty years and didn't miss much.

"Rough night."

"Customer trouble?"

Kate thought about explaining—about the Carlson family and Bobby Marsh's threats and the cops who didn't care. But what would Mel do except worry? The woman was sixty-five with arthritis in both knees. She couldn't help.

Nobody could help.

"Just tired," Kate said, forcing a smile.

The shift dragged. Every time the door opened, Kate's heart jumped, expecting to see Bobby Marsh or one of his buddies. By the time she clocked out at two, her nerves were shredded and she had four hours to kill before her shift at the Rusty Anchor started at six.

She picked up Lily from school, holding her daughter's hand a little too tight on the walk back to their apartment. Lily chattered about her day—art class and recess and how Madison Greene had brought cupcakes for her birthday—and Kate tried to focus on the normalcy instead of scanning every car, every person on the sidewalk, looking for threats.

"Mom, you're hurting my hand."

Kate loosened her grip immediately. "Sorry, baby. Just distracted."

"Are you okay?"

Six years old and already too perceptive. Kate crouched down on the sidewalk, meeting her daughter's worried brown eyes. "I'm fine. Just had a long day. How about we make mac and cheese for dinner?"

Lily's face lit up. "With the good cheese?"

"With the good cheese." They couldn't afford the good cheese, but Kate would figure it out. She always did.

They spent the afternoon together—homework at the kitchen table, then cartoons while Kate got ready for her evening shift. Mrs. Olsen arrived at five-thirty, and Kate kissed Lily goodbye with the same sick feeling in her stomach she'd been carrying since last night.

"Lock the door behind me," she told Mrs. Olsen. "Don't open it for anyone."

The older woman's eyebrows rose. "Is something wrong?"

"Just being careful."

The drive to the Rusty Anchor took fifteen minutes. Kate parked in the gravel lot behind the building, her eyes scanning the area out of habit now. A few cars, no motorcycles
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