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Emma Collins pushed through the heavy glass doors of Outer Banks Elementary at six-thirty in the morning, her coffee still steaming in the travel mug clutched against her chest. The hallways stretched empty and silent before her, fluorescent lights humming their familiar tune overhead. She loved these quiet moments before chaos descended—twenty-three third-graders could turn even the most organized classroom into a hurricane zone within minutes.

Her sneakers squeaked against the polished linoleum as she made her way to Room 15, keys jingling softly in the pre-dawn hush. The janitor had already been through; everything smelled like industrial-strength cleaner and that particular school scent she'd grown to associate with home.

Home. Two years in the Outer Banks, and it still surprised her how completely this little coastal community had wrapped around her heart. After sixteen different foster placements before aging out of the system, she'd never expected to find a place that felt like it belonged to her as much as she belonged to it.

Emma unlocked her classroom door and stepped inside, flipping the light switch with her elbow. Her gaze immediately went to her desk—the same automatic check she'd been doing for the past three weeks.

Her blood turned to ice water.

Another envelope sat propped against her coffee mug. Thick cream paper, her name written across the front in that same careful script she'd come to dread. Miss Emma Collins in black ink, the letters formed with deliberate precision.

"No, no, no." The words escaped as barely a whisper. She'd been so careful. The building had been locked. Security cameras covered the entrances. How was he still getting in?

Emma set her coffee down with shaking hands and stared at the envelope like it might explode. She should call the police. Sheriff Richardson had been kind enough the first two times, but she'd seen the skeptical look in his eyes when she'd brought him letters full of romantic poetry and pressed flowers. Probably just some kid with a crush, he'd said. Nothing threatening about love letters.

But this felt different. Wrong. The break-in at her cottage three days ago had changed everything. Nothing stolen, but her underwear drawer had been gone through. Her personal photos moved around. Items rearranged like someone had been playing house with her belongings.

She picked up the envelope with two fingers, as if touching it less would make it less real. The flap wasn't sealed—just tucked in, waiting for her. Like a gift.

Inside, another photograph fell out first. Emma's stomach lurched as she recognized herself through her bedroom window, brushing her teeth in her bathroom mirror. The angle meant he'd been standing in her backyard. Close enough to count her freckles.

The letter was typewritten this time, not handwritten. Her hands trembled as she unfolded it.

My Dearest Emma,

You looked so beautiful sleeping last night. So peaceful. I watched over you for hours, making sure you were safe. You toss and turn more than you used to—are you having bad dreams? I worry about you being all alone in that little house.

Don't worry, my sweet girl. Soon we'll be together, and I'll be there to chase all your nightmares away. I'm preparing our real home now. Somewhere safe. Somewhere perfect. Just you and me, the way it's supposed to be.

I know you're scared right now. Change is always frightening. But you'll understand soon how much I love you. How much we belong together. I've been so patient, waiting for the right moment.

That moment is coming very soon.

All my love, Your devoted Bobby

Emma's legs gave out. She collapsed into her desk chair, the letter fluttering from nerveless fingers to scatter across her lesson plans. Bobby. He'd signed his name this time.

Bobby Crenshaw. The maintenance worker who'd been fired six months ago. She remembered him now—quiet, intense, always finding excuses to linger near her classroom. She'd been kind to him that first week, brought him coffee when he'd worked late fixing her broken whiteboard. He'd seemed lonely, grateful for the simple human gesture.

How had kindness turned into this nightmare?

Emma's phone buzzed in her purse. A text from an unknown number: Good morning, beautiful. Sweet dreams last night? I'll be watching for you today. Wear the blue dress—it's my favorite.

She looked down at herself. Navy blue sundress with tiny white flowers. The same dress she'd worn yesterday. He was watching. Right now. Somewhere close enough to see what she was wearing.

Emma shot to her feet and rushed to the windows, yanking the blinds closed with sharp, violent movements. Her classroom felt smaller suddenly, like a trap instead of a sanctuary. But where could she go? Her cottage didn't feel safe anymore. The school wasn't safe. Was anywhere safe?

She pressed her back against the closed blinds and tried to think through the panic clawing at her throat. She had to teach today. Twenty-three kids would walk through that door in an hour and a half expecting normalcy. Story time and math worksheets and the field trip permission slips she still needed to organize. They depended on her.

But how could she focus on multiplication tables when someone was watching her sleep? Planning to take her somewhere? The phrase preparing our real home made her skin crawl with implications she didn't want to examine.

Emma sank back into her chair and stared at the scattered letter. She had to do something. But what? The police had already dismissed her concerns. She didn't have family to call—never had. The few teacher friends she'd made were sweet but wouldn't understand the bone-deep terror that came with being truly alone in the world.

She picked up her phone with unsteady fingers and scrolled through her contacts. There had to be someone. Anyone.

The morning sun crept higher outside her covered windows, and Emma Collins sat surrounded by cheerful alphabet posters and motivational quotes about dreaming big, feeling more isolated than she ever had in sixteen different foster homes.

Because this time, the monster knew exactly where to find her.
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Jake "Demon" Castle cut the engine of his stealth black Harley Night Rod and let his eyes sweep the empty school parking lot. Six-forty-five PM. The elementary school sat quiet and innocent-looking in the golden light of early evening, but innocent things had a way of drawing predators. The club's recent victories over the Torrino family and those corporate developers had left ripples in the water, and sometimes ripples brought sharks.

He pulled off his helmet and hung it on the handlebars, black leather jacket creaking as he moved. The compound had sent him to check potential soft targets—places where enemies might try to hit back at the community Savage Tide MC protected. Schools topped that list. Too many innocents, too many ways for sick fucks to make a statement.

Demon's boots hit asphalt without sound as he dismounted. Old habits from his Navy diving days, refined through years of private security work where silence meant the difference between a clean job and a messy one. He'd learned early that the loudest predators were rarely the most dangerous. The real threats moved like shadows, struck without warning, disappeared before anyone knew death had come calling.

Like him.

The school building stretched long and low, red brick and white trim trying to look welcoming. Multiple entrances, too many windows, playground equipment that provided cover for anyone wanting to watch without being seen. His tactical mind catalogued vulnerabilities automatically while his gut twisted with something darker. Kids deserved better than having to worry about monsters in their safe spaces.

Movement caught his peripheral vision. Interior lights in one of the classrooms, someone moving around inside. Demon checked his watch. Teachers should have cleared out hours ago. Either someone was working late, or someone had business being there that wasn't exactly official.

He approached the building with deliberate silence, keeping to shadows thrown by the late afternoon sun. Years of covert operations had trained his body to move without disturbing so much as a pebble. Through the window, he could see her—a woman in a blue dress, arms wrapped around herself like she was trying to hold herself together. Pretty in that wholesome way that made his chest tight with unexpected protectiveness. Auburn hair catching the fluorescent light, delicate features set with determination that couldn't quite mask the fear underneath.

She was scared. Really scared. Not the nervous energy of a teacher staying late to grade papers, but the bone-deep terror of someone being hunted.

Demon's predator instincts sharpened, but not toward her. Toward whatever had put that look in her eyes.

The woman—teacher, had to be—moved to the window and yanked the blinds shut with quick, panicked movements. Like she knew someone might be watching. Like she'd learned to expect violation of her private spaces.

Every alarm bell in his head started ringing at once.

Demon circled the building perimeter, noting every sight line, every potential hiding spot, every place someone could set up surveillance on the pretty teacher inside. Fresh footprints in the flower bed beneath her classroom window. Cigarette butts that didn't match school groundskeeping habits. Disturbed mulch where someone had knelt for an extended period.

Someone had been watching her. Recently. Regularly.

And that someone was about to become Demon's problem.

He was heading back toward the main entrance when she emerged from a side door, purse clutched against her chest like armor. The fear was more obvious now, in the way her eyes darted around the parking lot, in how her shoulders hunched protectively inward. She moved fast toward a sensible Honda Civic, keys already in her hand.

Smart girl. But not smart enough to notice the fresh tire tracks near the dumpster where someone had parked to watch her leave. Not trained to spot the subtle signs that a predator had been marking territory around her workplace.

"Ma'am." His voice carried just enough to reach her without startling her into panic. Still made her freeze halfway to her car, keys gripped like a weapon. "You teaching here?"

She turned slowly, and Demon got his first clear look at her face. Jesus. Those eyes—green as sea glass, wide with intelligence and current terror, but holding steel underneath the fear. The kind of face that belonged in sunlight and laughter, not shadowed with the hunted look of someone being stalked.

"Yes." Her voice came out steady despite the way her hands shook. Good. She had backbone. "I'm Emma Collins. Third grade." A pause, then suspicion crept in. "Are you a parent? I don't recognize you."

"Jake Castle." He kept his hands visible, non-threatening, but didn't step closer. Scared women needed space to run. "Not a parent. I'm with Savage Tide MC. We provide security consulting for local businesses."

Her eyes went wide at the club name. Probably heard the rumors about dangerous bikers, about the violence that followed them. But instead of backing away, she straightened, and some of the fear shifted into something else. Hope, maybe.

"Security." She said it like she was testing the word. "For the school?"

"For the community. Including schools." Demon studied her face, reading the micro-expressions that told him everything. This woman was in trouble. Real trouble. The kind that required permanent solutions. "You having problems with someone, Miss Collins?"

Her laugh came out bitter and shaky. "That's one way to put it." She glanced around the parking lot again, and he watched her notice things—the shadows, the empty cars, the dozen places someone could hide. "Someone's been... bothering me. Letters. Following me. He broke into my house."

The predator in Demon went very still. "He touch you?"

"Not yet." Two words that said everything. Not yet implied she expected escalation. Not yet meant she was living on borrowed time, waiting for a monster to decide talking wasn't enough anymore.

"You report it?"

"Police think it's harmless. Love letters and flowers don't qualify as threatening, apparently." Emma's voice carried frustration that had been building for weeks. "But it's not harmless. He knows things about my daily routine. My house. He watches me sleep."

Demon felt something cold and deadly settle in his chest. Someone was hunting this woman, planning to take her, and the law wasn't doing shit to stop it. Which meant the law was about to become irrelevant.

"What's his name?"

Emma hesitated, then seemed to make a decision. "Bobby Crenshaw. Former maintenance worker here. Got fired six months ago."

"You got somewhere safe to go tonight?"

"My house, I guess. Though it doesn't feel very safe anymore." She managed a weak smile that didn't reach her eyes. "Not much choice. It's home."

"Wrong answer." The words came out with more edge than he'd intended, making her blink. "Home's where you're protected. Your house is a target."

Emma straightened, and he caught a glimpse of the steel core that let her stand alone against a stalker instead of running. "I'm not leaving. This is my town, my job, my life. I won't let some creep drive me away from everything I've built here."

There it was. The backbone that earned respect in his world. Not submission, not helplessness, but the kind of strength that made a man want to stand between her and anything that might hurt her.

"Didn't say leave. Said get somewhere safe." Demon pulled out his phone. "You know about the compound?"

"The... motorcycle club place? I've heard stories."

"Stories don't cover the important part. Nobody gets hurt on our property. Nobody gets taken. You come with me tonight, you'll be protected while we handle this Bobby problem."

Emma stared at him for a long moment, and he could see her weighing options. Trust the dangerous biker who'd appeared out of nowhere, or go home to a house where someone had already violated her privacy.

"Why would you help me? You don't even know me."

Because you've got sea-glass eyes and steel in your spine. Because someone's hunting you and that makes my trigger finger itch. Because every protective instinct I thought was dead just came roaring back to life.

"Because that's what we do," he said instead. "Protect what's ours."

The possessive pronoun slipped out without permission, but he didn't take it back. Something about Emma Collins had awakened claiming instincts he'd thought were buried with his military career. She belonged somewhere safe. She belonged under protection.

She belonged with him.

"I don't know..." Emma glanced at her car, then back at him. "I have lesson plans to finish. Papers to grade."

"Bring them. Compound's got WiFi and coffee." Demon stepped closer, close enough to catch her scent—something clean and sweet that made him think of Sunday mornings and possibilities. "Question is whether you trust me enough to let me keep you alive."

Emma looked up at him, and he saw the moment she made her choice. The moment she decided to trust the dangerous stranger over the monster she couldn't see coming.

"Okay," she said quietly. "I'll follow you."
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