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The fluorescent lights in room 237 buzzed like angry wasps as Morgan Hart erased the last equation from the whiteboard. Seven-thirty on a Tuesday night, and she was still here because Danny Kowalski couldn't afford a real tutor, and his single mom worked double shifts just to keep their lights on.

"You getting this, Danny?" Morgan glanced over her shoulder at the seventeen-year-old sprawled across two desks, his oversized hoodie making him look younger than his age. Dark circles shadowed his eyes—the kind that came from too many responsibilities and not enough sleep.

"Yeah, Ms. Hart. I think I got it." Danny's voice carried that careful politeness kids used when they were grateful but embarrassed about needing help. "Thanks for staying late again."

Morgan's chest tightened. She'd grown up middle-class with parents who could afford tutors and college prep courses. Kids like Danny reminded her how lucky she'd been, and how many students fell through the cracks because nobody fought for them.

"Don't thank me yet. Wait until you pass that algebra test on Friday." She capped her dry-erase marker and started gathering her papers. "Remember, work through each problem step by step. Don't rush—"

The sharp crack of gunshots shattered the evening quiet.

Morgan froze, her hand halfway to her lesson plans. Danny's head snapped up, his body going tense with the kind of alertness that came from growing up in neighborhoods where gunshots weren't unusual.

"Ms. Hart?" Danny's voice dropped to a whisper.

Another shot. Closer this time.

Morgan's heart hammered against her ribs as she moved toward the windows overlooking the parking lot. The classroom sat on the second floor of the old brick building, giving her a clear view of the poorly lit asphalt below.

"Stay down," she hissed, dropping to a crouch as she reached the window.

What she saw in the pool of yellow light from the parking lot's single functioning streetlamp made her blood turn to ice.

Two men stood over a third who was on his knees, hands zip-tied behind his back. The kneeling man's white shirt was already stained dark across the chest, and he swayed like he was fighting to stay upright.

The taller of the two standing men was built like a brick wall—thick through the shoulders, wearing an expensive suit that probably cost more than Morgan made in a month. Even from this distance, she could see the cold calculation in his posture as he pressed a gun to the back of the kneeling man's head.

"Please," the victim's voice carried up to the window, raw with desperation. "Eddie, I got kids—"

"Should've thought about that before you tried to walk away from me, Mitchell." Eddie's voice was flat, businesslike. "Nobody quits my organization. Ever."

The gunshot exploded through the night like thunder.

Mitchell's body pitched forward, hitting the asphalt with a wet thud that made Morgan's stomach lurch. Blood spread in a dark pool around his head, visible even in the dim light.

Morgan clapped both hands over her mouth, swallowing the scream that wanted to tear from her throat. Her whole body shook as Eddie—Eddie Voss, she realized with sick certainty, the crime boss everyone whispered about but nobody dared cross—holstered his weapon with casual efficiency.

"Clean this up," Eddie told the other man. "I want him in the sound by dawn."

That's when Eddie looked up.

His eyes met hers through the classroom window, and Morgan's world tilted on its axis. For one frozen heartbeat, she stared into the face of a killer who'd just executed a man for trying to leave his organization.

Eddie's lips curved into a smile that held no warmth, only calculation.

"Get down!" Morgan grabbed Danny by the shoulders, hauling him off his chair just as bullets shattered the classroom windows. Glass exploded inward, raining down on the desks as Morgan covered Danny with her body.

More shots punched holes in the wall above their heads, sending chunks of plaster cascading down. The fluorescent lights sparked and went dark, plunging them into shadows broken only by the parking lot's distant glow.

"Ms. Hart!" Danny's voice cracked with terror.

"Stay down. Don't move." Morgan's hands shook as she fumbled for her phone, her fingers slippery with sweat. The number nine seemed impossible to find on the keypad.

"911, what's your emergency?"

"Shooting at Harbor View High School." Morgan's voice came out in a harsh whisper. "Room 237. There's a man with a gun in the parking lot. He just—he killed someone."

"Units are en route. Are you injured? Are you safe?"

Safe? Morgan almost laughed, but it would have come out hysterical. She was a witness to murder, and Eddie Voss had seen her face clearly enough to pick her out of a lineup.

"I don't know," she whispered into the phone. "I saw everything."

Twenty minutes later, red and blue lights painted the parking lot in shifting colors as police cars surrounded the school. But when the officers reached the asphalt where Mitchell had died, they found nothing but rain beginning to wash away faint dark stains.

No body. No blood. No evidence except Morgan's testimony and the bullet holes in her classroom wall.

Detective Rob Templeton took her statement with professional patience, but she could see the skepticism in his weathered face when she described Eddie Voss executing a man named Mitchell in cold blood.

"You sure about what you saw, Ms. Hart? It was dark, you were looking down from the second floor..."

"I know what I saw." Morgan wrapped her arms around herself, still shaking. "Eddie Voss shot that man in the head because he tried to quit working for him."

Templeton's expression tightened. Everyone in Harbor View knew Eddie Voss ran drugs and protection rackets through half the county, but nobody had ever been willing to testify against him. Bodies that crossed him had a way of disappearing into the sound, just like he'd ordered tonight.

"We'll investigate," Templeton said finally. "But without physical evidence..."

Without a body, he meant. Without proof.

Morgan's stomach twisted as the implications sank in. She was the only witness who could identify Eddie Voss as a killer. And he knew exactly who she was.

The police escorted Morgan and Danny to their cars, but she noticed how they kept glancing over their shoulders, how their hands stayed close to their weapons. Even cops were afraid of Eddie Voss.

Morgan drove home on autopilot, her hands clenched so tight on the steering wheel that her knuckles went white. Every shadow seemed to hide a threat. Every car behind her could be following her home.

Her apartment complex looked normal—two-story brick buildings clustered around a central courtyard, her beat-up Honda Civic the only car in her assigned spot. But as she climbed the stairs to her second-floor unit, something felt wrong.

Her door stood slightly ajar.

Morgan's blood turned to slush. She'd locked that door. She always locked it, had checked it twice before leaving for school this morning.

"Hello?" she called softly, her voice barely carrying. "Is someone there?"

No answer.

She should call the police. Should run back to her car and drive straight to the station. Instead, she found herself pushing the door open, stepping into her violated space.

Her living room had been torn apart. Couch cushions slashed open, their stuffing scattered across the floor. Books swept from shelves. Her television smashed, the screen spider-webbed with cracks.

They'd been thorough. Every drawer dumped, every closet ransacked, every hiding place violated. Looking for what? Evidence that she'd recorded the murder? Photos? Documents?

Morgan made her way through the destruction on unsteady legs, her heart hammering against her ribs. In her bedroom, they'd shredded her mattress and emptied her dresser drawers, scattering her clothes across the floor like discarded rags.

But it was what they'd left on her pillow that made her knees buckle.

A single sheet of paper, the message written in block letters with black marker:

FORGET WHAT YOU SAW OR JOIN HIM.

Morgan sank onto her ruined bed, the note trembling in her hands. Less than two hours had passed since she'd watched Eddie Voss execute a man for trying to leave his organization. Two hours, and they'd already found her address, broken into her home, and delivered their message with surgical precision.

She was a high school math teacher who tutored struggling kids after hours. She'd never committed a crime more serious than a speeding ticket. But she'd witnessed a murder, and that made her Eddie Voss's problem.

A problem he solved permanently.

Morgan looked around her destroyed apartment, at the life she'd built being systematically torn apart by men who killed people for trying to walk away. Danny's scared face flashed through her memory—how many other kids would suffer if Eddie Voss kept operating without consequences?

She pulled out her phone and dialed Detective Templeton's number.

"It's Morgan Hart," she said when he answered. "They broke into my apartment. Left me a message."

Templeton cursed under his breath. "What did it say?"

"Forget what I saw or join him." Morgan's voice came out steadier than she felt. "Detective Templeton? I'm not forgetting. Whatever it takes, I'm testifying against Eddie Voss."

The silence on the other end stretched long enough that Morgan wondered if the call had dropped.

"Ms. Hart," Templeton said finally, his voice heavy with something that might have been respect or might have been resignation. "I hope you understand what you're signing up for. Men like Voss don't leave witnesses."

Morgan looked at the threatening note, at her destroyed home, at the evidence of how quickly violence could shatter a normal life.

"Then I guess I better make sure I stay alive long enough to put him behind bars."

She hung up before Templeton could respond, before he could tell her how many other witnesses had made similar promises before disappearing into the sound.

Outside her broken windows, Harbor View settled into its usual uneasy quiet. But somewhere in the darkness, Eddie Voss was planning his next move.

And Morgan Hart had just declared war on a man who'd killed for less.
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The emergency call came through at eleven-seventeen on a Tuesday night, dragging Samuel "Whisper" Durden from the maintenance he'd been doing on his Sportster. Three sharp blasts on the compound's horn meant all hands, no exceptions, club business that couldn't wait for morning.

Whisper killed the engine on his air compressor and wiped grease from his hands with a shop rag, his mind already shifting into tactical mode. Emergency calls at this hour usually meant war, and war meant somebody was about to die.

The clubhouse buzzed with controlled energy as brothers filed in from their quarters, the workshop, and the marina office. Whisper took his usual position along the back wall where he could see every entrance and exit, old Coast Guard habits that had kept him alive through fifteen years of dangerous waters and two years of even more dangerous criminal business.

"Listen up." Wrecker's voice cut through the low conversations as the club president moved to the head of the scarred oak table. At forty-two, Marcus Boyer commanded respect through a combination of tactical intelligence and the kind of controlled violence that made enemies disappear permanently. "Got word from Detective Templeton. Eddie Voss is hunting a witness."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. Every man present understood what that meant—Voss killed witnesses, and he did it in ways that sent messages to anyone else thinking about testifying against him.

"What kind of witness?" Punisher's gravelly voice carried the weight of his years managing violent situations. As vice president, William Hayes needed to know if this was club business or just another civilian casualty in Voss's war against anyone who crossed him.

"High school teacher named Morgan Hart. Saw Voss execute Tommy Mitchell in the Harbor View parking lot tonight." Wrecker's pale eyes swept the room, gauging reactions. "Mitchell tried to quit Voss's operation. You know how that story ends."

Whisper's blood went cold. Morgan Hart. The brunette math teacher who stayed late three nights a week tutoring kids from the harbor district, including Danny Kowalski whose old man owed money to half the criminals in town. Whisper had been watching her for months, drawn to something he couldn't name—the way she fought for kids nobody else gave a damn about, maybe, or the fierce loyalty she showed to students who reminded him of his own rough childhood in foster care.

"Templeton called us why?" Dagger leaned forward, his scarred hands flat on the table. Tommy Sampson understood better than most how quickly witness elimination could spiral into war if it happened on Savage Tide territory.

"Because the teacher lives in the harbor district. Our people, our territory." Wrecker's voice carried the flat certainty that meant violence was coming. "Voss already hit her apartment, left the usual message. She told Templeton she's testifying anyway."

Whisper straightened against the wall, every muscle in his body going tense. They'd threatened her. In her own home, they'd violated her space and promised death if she didn't back down. The woman who spent her own money buying supplies for kids whose families couldn't afford them, who stayed late without pay to help struggling students—they'd terrorized her for having the backbone to stand up against a killer.

"Stupid woman," Grave muttered from across the room. Rick Sullivan's twisted perspective on healing and hurting made him useful for interrogations, but he didn't understand the kind of courage it took for a civilian to face down men like Voss. "Gonna get herself killed."

"No." The word left Whisper's mouth before he could stop it, carrying enough edge that every head in the room turned toward him. "She's not stupid. She's got backbone."

Wrecker's eyebrows rose slightly. In two years of Savage Tide brotherhood, Whisper had maybe contributed fifty words to club meetings total. He gathered intelligence, eliminated threats silently, and kept his opinions to himself unless specifically asked. Speaking up voluntarily—especially defending a civilian—was completely outside his normal behavior.

"You know this teacher?" Punisher's tone held professional curiosity rather than suspicion. The club's vice president understood that effective intelligence required human sources, and Whisper's background in Coast Guard communications made him their best asset for gathering information without being detected.

"I know she tutors harbor kids. Danny Kowalski, Mandy Styles, couple others." Whisper kept his voice level, professional, giving no hint of how many hours he'd spent watching Morgan Hart from a distance. "She fights for them. Buys school supplies with her own money, stays late without pay. Kids trust her."

What he didn't say: how her laugh made something tight in his chest loosen when he heard it drifting from her classroom window. How she'd chased off three drug dealers who'd been trying to recruit her students, armed with nothing but a baseball bat and the kind of fury that made grown men back down. How watching her fierce protection of vulnerable kids had awakened feelings he'd thought died in foster care.

"Voss kills her, those kids lose the only adult who gives a damn about them," Whisper continued. "Plus she's the only witness who can put him away for Mitchell's murder."

Wrecker studied him with pale eyes that missed nothing. "You think she'll hold up under pressure?"

Whisper thought about the way Morgan had faced down those dealers, how she'd refused to be intimidated even when one of them had grabbed her arm hard enough to leave bruises. How she'd called the police tonight despite knowing Voss would retaliate, then told Templeton she was testifying no matter what.

"She's got steel in her backbone," he said quietly. "Question is whether she'll live long enough to use it."

"Voss doesn't leave witnesses," Demon pointed out from his corner. Jake Castle's expertise in making problems disappear permanently gave him insight into how men like Voss operated. "He'll hit her hard and fast, probably tonight. Make it look like a robbery gone wrong."

The rational part of Whisper's mind knew Demon was right. Eddie Voss had built his organization on the foundation that crossing him meant death, and witnesses represented the ultimate crossing. He'd eliminate Morgan Hart with brutal efficiency, probably before dawn.

But the possessive fury building in Whisper's chest had nothing to do with rational thinking. Some primal part of him—the part that had kept him alive through the worst foster homes and the most dangerous Coast Guard rescues—was screaming that Morgan Hart belonged to him. That she was his to protect, his to claim, his to keep safe from bastards who would hurt innocent people.

"I'll handle it." The words came out rougher than he'd intended, carrying undertones that made several of his brothers straighten in their chairs.

Wrecker's expression sharpened. "Handle it how?"

"Protection detail. Keep her alive until Voss is eliminated." Whisper met his president's eyes steadily. "I can move unseen, eliminate threats silently. She'll never know I'm there unless someone tries to hurt her."

"And if someone does try to hurt her?" Punisher's question carried the weight of club policy—they didn't start wars without understanding the full scope of what violence would be required.

Whisper's smile held no warmth, only the kind of promise that had made enemy combatants surrender rather than face what he could do in darkness. "Then they die quiet and permanent."

The silence stretched for several seconds before Wrecker nodded slowly. "Protection only. Don't engage Voss directly unless he forces contact. We're not starting a war over one civilian."

Yet, Whisper thought but didn't say. They weren't starting a war yet. But if Eddie Voss thought he could terrorize and murder the woman who'd been occupying Whisper's thoughts for months, he was about to discover exactly how permanent silent elimination could be.

"Viper, you're backup," Wrecker continued. "Stay mobile, provide support if needed. Dagger, I want intelligence on Voss's current operations—who he's using, where they're operating, how they move. If this escalates, I want options."

The brothers nodded acknowledgment, understanding that protection details could become elimination missions without warning. Whisper felt something dark and satisfied settle in his chest as the meeting broke up. For months, he'd watched Morgan Hart from a distance, drawn to her strength and her loyalty to kids who had nowhere else to turn.

Now he had legitimate club business that would put him close enough to protect her. Close enough to eliminate anyone who threatened her. Close enough to claim her, if she proved worthy of Savage Tide protection.

Thirty minutes later, Whisper sat on his Sportster in the shadows across from Morgan Hart's apartment complex, watching her unit through military-grade night vision binoculars. The lights were on, and he could see her moving around inside, probably trying to clean up the destruction Voss's men had left behind.

His jaw clenched as he studied the broken windows, the scattered belongings visible through the gaps in her curtains. They'd violated her space, terrorized her in her own home, left her a death threat on her pillow. The casual brutality of it—threatening a math teacher for having the courage to report a murder—made Whisper want to hunt down every man involved and show them what real terror looked like.

Movement at the complex's entrance caught his attention. A dark sedan with tinted windows cruised slowly through the parking lot, the kind of vehicle that screamed professional intimidation. Whisper counted three occupants, their body language suggesting they were armed and looking for a target.

His phone buzzed with a text message: Second car approaching from the north. Armed occupants. —V

Viper was in position, providing overwatch from the opposite direction. Good. If Voss's men were planning to eliminate Morgan tonight, they were about to discover that she had protection they didn't know about.

The sedan parked two buildings away from Morgan's unit, far enough to avoid suspicion but close enough for a fast approach. Whisper watched through his binoculars as three men emerged—two built like enforcers, one wearing the kind of expensive suit that suggested management level in Voss's organization.

They moved with professional efficiency toward Morgan's building, hands inside their jackets where weapons would be concealed. Whisper recognized the approach pattern—standard elimination protocol, designed to look like a random break-in until the target was already dead.

Whisper started his Sportster, the engine's rumble muffled by the custom exhaust system he'd installed for exactly this kind of work. He had maybe three minutes before they reached Morgan's apartment, maybe five before they kicked in her door and
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