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The harbor was supposed to be empty at eleven-thirty on a Tuesday night.

Lindsey Porter killed the engine on her truck and sat in the darkness of the marina parking lot, watching three men unload wooden crates from a fishing vessel she didn't recognize. No running lights. No registration visible from this distance. And definitely no authorization to use her docks after hours.

She grabbed her flashlight and radio, then slid out of the truck. Gravel crunched under her boots—the only sound besides waves slapping against hulls and the low murmur of male voices carrying across the water.

Eight years as harbor master had taught her to trust her gut. Right now, her gut was screaming that those crates were a hell of a lot heavier than fish.

"Evening, gentlemen." She kept her voice level, professional. The beam of her flashlight caught all three men mid-motion. "Mind telling me what you're doing on my docks without authorization?"

The nearest one—thick-shouldered, maybe forty—straightened slowly. "Just unloading some equipment, sweetheart. Nothing to worry your pretty head about."

Lindsey's jaw tightened. Five words in and he'd already pissed her off. "Harbor master," she corrected, letting steel creep into her tone. "And this is a secured facility. All after-hours access requires advance approval, which you don't have."

"That so?" The second man stepped into the light, younger but meaner-looking. "Maybe you should go back to your truck and forget you saw anything."

She planted her feet, thumbs hooked in her belt. Years of fighting for respect in the Coast Guard auxiliary and harbor management had forged backbone out of pure stubbornness. "What I'm going to do is document this vessel, confiscate whatever you're unloading, and report this incident to the authorities. Unless you'd like to explain what's in those crates?"

The third man laughed, harsh and short. "Lady doesn't know when to quit."

"No," a new voice said from the shadows near the warehouse. "She doesn't."

Lindsey's breath caught as a man materialized from the darkness like he'd been part of it. Mid-forties, lean build, expensive casual clothes that didn't match the weathered menace of his face. He offered a pleasant expression, but his eyes stayed flat and empty.

"Matty Wahlberg." He extended a hand she didn't take. "I own several businesses in this area. Perhaps we got off on the wrong foot."

"You're trespassing on harbor property without authorization." She kept her stance wide, ready. Something about this guy made her skin crawl in a way the muscle hadn't. "And I don't care who you are."

"See, that's where you're mistaken." His pleasant mask sharpened. "The previous harbor master and I had an understanding. Doug knew that sometimes business requires... flexibility. Discretion."

"Doug retired six months ago." Lindsey met his stare without flinching. "And I don't do discretion when it comes to harbor regulations. So here's how this works—you load those crates back on that boat, you leave my docks, and you submit proper authorization before returning. Otherwise, I'm calling the Coast Guard right now."

Wahlberg studied her like she was a particularly interesting insect. "You're new here. Don't know how things work yet. That's understandable." He stepped closer, voice dropping to something that probably worked on people who scared easily. "But I've been using this harbor for eight years. I have relationships with people who matter. And I always get what I pay for."

"Then you've been wasting your money." Lindsey pulled her radio, finger on the call button. "Because the only thing you're getting tonight is escorted off my property."

The muscle tensed. Wahlberg held up one hand, his pleasant expression unchanged.

"You're making a mistake," he said softly. "Doug understood that cooperation benefits everyone. The harbor gets my business, my donations to local causes, my... goodwill. All I ask is that you look the other way occasionally. Very occasionally."

"What I understand," Lindsey said, "is that you're bribing harbor officials to run illegal operations through my docks. And that ends now."

Something flickered in Wahlberg's expression—surprise, maybe, that she'd said it out loud. Then calculation slid back into place.

"Illegal is such an ugly word. I prefer mutually beneficial arrangements." He glanced at his men, then back to her. "You seem like a smart woman. Smart enough to recognize when you're outmatched. This harbor has always been flexible for the right people. Fighting that... well, it would be unfortunate."

The threat hung in the salt air between them.

Lindsey's heart hammered against her ribs, but she'd faced down drunk fishermen, entitled tourists, and Coast Guard brass with god complexes. She wasn't about to fold for some smooth-talking criminal.

"Here's what's unfortunate," she said. "You standing on my docks making threats when I've got your unregistered vessel, your suspicious cargo, and three witnesses to your attempted bribery all documented." She raised the radio. "So unless you want the Coast Guard impounding your boat and investigating those crates, I suggest you leave. Now."

The pleasant mask vanished. For one chilling second, Lindsey saw exactly what he was underneath the expensive clothes and friendly bullshit—a predator who wasn't used to being challenged.

"You know what your problem is?" His voice went flat, empty. "You think rules matter. You think playing by the book protects you." He leaned in close enough that she could smell his cologne. "But there's always someone bigger than the rules. Someone who makes the rules. And you just pissed him off."

Lindsey held her ground even as her pulse spiked. "Get off my docks."

For a moment she thought he might actually take a swing at her. Then Wahlberg stepped back, brushing imaginary dust off his sleeve.

"Load it back up," he told his men without breaking eye contact with Lindsey. "We'll come back when the harbor master is more... reasonable."

The muscle obeyed, moving crates with barely controlled violence. Lindsey stayed exactly where she was, flashlight steady, radio ready, refusing to give an inch until the boat's engine growled to life and they disappeared into the darkness beyond the harbor lights.

Only then did she let out the breath she'd been holding.

Her hands shook as she pulled out her phone and documented everything—timestamps, vessel description, Wahlberg's name and physical appearance. Then she called the county sheriff's office and filed a detailed report.

The dispatcher sounded bored. "We'll send someone out to take a statement in the morning, Ms. Porter."

"I need someone now. This was attempted smuggling, bribery of a public official—"

"Morning," the dispatcher repeated. "Have a good night."

The line went dead.

Lindsey stared at her phone, ice settling in her gut. Wahlberg had relationships with people who matter. Doug knew how things work. We'll send someone in the morning.

She was alone in this.

The thought should have scared her. Instead, it just made her mad.

She'd fought too hard to earn this position—fought through the old boys' club of maritime culture, through supervisors who thought women couldn't handle harbor management, through eight years of proving herself every single day. This marina was her domain. Her responsibility.

And she'd be damned if she let some smiling criminal turn it into his personal smuggling operation.

Lindsey locked the office, set all the security alarms, and drove home to her apartment above the harbor master's building. But she didn't sleep. She sat at her kitchen table with a pot of coffee and her files on harbor operations, looking for patterns in the previous harbor master's records.

It didn't take long to find them.

Doug had documented almost nothing for the last three years. No after-hours access logs. No unusual vessel activity. No maintenance issues requiring investigation. Just smooth, clean records that meant either nothing ever happened, or someone was deliberately not recording what did.

Lindsey pulled up the harbor's security camera footage for the past six months and started reviewing. Two hours later, she'd documented seventeen instances of the same unregistered fishing vessel using the docks after hours. Always the same pattern—quick unload, gone within thirty minutes, no paperwork.

And in every single case, Doug's reports showed nothing unusual that night.

She printed everything, organized it into a file, and added her documentation from tonight. When the sun came up, she'd take it to the Coast Guard station herself. Wahlberg might have the sheriff's office in his pocket, but the Coast Guard didn't play games with harbor violations and smuggling.

Her phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number: You should have taken the deal.

Lindsey deleted it and turned off her phone.

She'd made her choice. Wahlberg could threaten all he wanted—she'd faced down worse than him and come out standing. The marina was her responsibility, and she'd protect it no matter what it cost.

Even if that meant standing alone against someone who thought he owned this whole damn harbor.

She poured another cup of coffee and watched the sun rise over the water, backbone straight and jaw set.

Let him come.
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Salt leaned against the bar in the compound's main room, nursing a beer he wasn't really drinking. Tuesday night church meetings always left him restless—too much talking, not enough doing. But Tide ran a tight operation, and the brotherhood respected the process even when patience wore thin.

"Wahlberg's getting bolder." Tide spread a map across the scarred wooden table, marking locations with a red pen. "Three deliveries through the harbor in the last two weeks. He's using our waterways like he owns them, and that brings heat we don't need."

Storm stabbed a finger at the marina. "We should roll up on his crew, make it clear this is our territory."

"Too visible." Salt set his beer down, studying the map with tactical precision. "Harbor's got security cameras, Coast Guard station two miles away, and too many civilians. We go in loud, we create problems."

"VP's right." Anchor's deep voice rumbled from the corner. "Smarter to understand the operation first. Know his schedule, his routes, his weak points."

Tide nodded, gray eyes sharp. "That's why Salt's handling reconnaissance. His Coast Guard background makes him perfect for understanding maritime operations without raising flags."

Breaker grinned from where he sat cleaning his sidearm. "VP's gonna spend quality time at the harbor. Real hardship, watching boats all day."

"And the new harbor master." Gunner pulled up a photo on his phone, passing it around. "Lindsey Porter. Thirty-one, former Coast Guard auxiliary, took over six months ago. Word is she's not playing ball like the last guy."

Salt took the phone, studying the image. Professional headshot, blonde hair pulled back, hazel eyes that looked straight through the camera with zero bullshit. Strong jaw, no makeup, the kind of woman who earned respect instead of demanding it.

Something tightened in his chest.

"She's got backbone," he said, handing the phone back. "Coast Guard auxiliary means she knows maritime law. If Wahlberg's been running his operation through there, she'll have noticed."

"Question is whether she's smart enough to look the other way." Crossfire stretched out his legs, scarred forearm visible below his sleeve. "Or stupid enough to make it our problem."

"Either way, we need intel." Tide's tone made it an order. "Salt, you're on it. Learn Wahlberg's patterns, figure out what he's moving and when. Find his vulnerabilities so when we make our move, it's surgical."

Salt nodded once. Clean mission parameters—reconnaissance and intelligence gathering. No emotional complications, no distractions. Just tactical work he'd done a hundred times.

Except his mind kept returning to that photo. The direct stare, the competence written in every line of her posture. The kind of woman who wouldn't back down even when she should.

The kind who'd get herself killed standing on principle.

"What about the harbor master?" he asked, keeping his voice level. "If she's not cooperating with Wahlberg, she's a potential asset. Or a liability if she brings official heat."

"Feel her out." Tide met his eyes with that knowing look that said the president saw more than Salt wanted him to. "But keep it professional. Last thing we need is complications."

The brotherhood made various noises—crude suggestions and knowing laughter that Salt ignored with practiced ease.

"VP's gonna fall hard," Storm predicted. "Blonde with a backbone? He's fucked."

"I'm doing reconnaissance," Salt said flatly. "Not shopping for an old lady."

"Sure." Breaker's grin widened. "That's why you're still staring at her photo like it's tactical intelligence."

Salt flipped him off and moved to the map, shutting down the commentary through pure focus. "Wahlberg's using the harbor as a hub. Small boats coming in, probably transferring cargo to vehicles for distribution inland. Smart—Coast Guard monitors larger vessels, local law looks the other way, and the harbor master was compromised."

"Until Porter took over." Tide tapped the marina location. "She filed a report with the sheriff's office last night. Caught Wahlberg's crew doing an after-hours delivery, confronted them directly."

Salt's jaw tightened. "She what?"

"Stood her ground against Wahlberg himself, according to the scanner traffic." Tide's expression showed respect mixed with concern. "Demanded they leave, filed official reports, documented everything. Woman's got balls."

And a death wish.

Salt knew exactly what men like Wahlberg did to people who got in their way. He'd arrived five minutes too late to save his brother from that particular lesson. The memory—Jimmy's broken body, the bruises, the way his little brother's eyes had gone empty—made Salt's hands curl into fists.

"When's his next delivery?" The words came out harder than intended.

"Unknown." Gunner pulled up more information on his laptop. "He's been irregular since Porter started enforcing regulations. But based on previous patterns, probably within the next forty-eight hours."

"Then I'll be watching." Salt straightened, mind already running through tactical approaches. "Set up surveillance, learn his crew's faces, document the operation."

"And the harbor master?" Tide asked quietly.

Salt met his president's eyes, reading the unspoken concern there. Tide knew about Jimmy. Knew what it cost Salt to walk away from his oath, his uniform, everything he'd built. Knew the guilt that ate at him for not being there when it mattered.

"I'll assess the situation," he said. "If she's in danger, I'll handle it."

"Carefully," Tide emphasized. "We protect our own and our territory. But we don't need a crusading harbor master bringing federal attention."

Translation: Keep the woman alive without letting her become a problem. Salt could do that. He'd run protection details before, kept civilians safe during operations that went sideways. This was just another mission.

He ignored the part of his brain pointing out that the woman in that photo didn't look like someone who'd accept protection from criminals.

"Anything else?" Salt asked.

Tide studied him for a long moment, then shook his head. "Just don't get complicated. Wahlberg's a smuggler with connections, not a war. We eliminate the threat, protect our interests, and move on."

The meeting broke up with the usual crude brotherhood banter. Salt grabbed another beer and headed outside to where his bike waited in the gravel lot. The compound sat on the edge of town, converted warehouse with enough space for the brotherhood to operate without civilian oversight.

His Harley gleamed under the security lights—custom black and chrome, the only thing besides his brothers that he trusted completely. He'd ridden from California after Jimmy died, looking for someplace that wouldn't remind him of every failure. Found Tide building something here, protecting people the system abandoned.

Found a purpose that almost made up for breaking his oath.

Storm followed him out, lighting a cigarette. "You good?"

"Yeah." Salt threw his leg over the bike, feeling the familiar weight settle into place. "Just running reconnaissance."

"Uh-huh." Storm exhaled smoke, dark eyes knowing. "And if Wahlberg's guys make a move on her?"

Salt started the engine, letting it growl to life. "Then they learn what happens when you threaten someone in our territory."

"There it is." Storm grinned. "VP's already claimed her and hasn't even met her yet."

"I'm protecting a civilian asset," Salt corrected.

"Sure. That's why your knuckles went white when Tide said she confronted Wahlberg." Storm flicked ash onto the gravel. "Just remember—you can't save everyone, brother. Sometimes they're already gone before you arrive."

The words hit like a knife between the ribs, but Salt kept his expression neutral. "I'll keep it professional."

"Professional." Storm laughed, but it wasn't cruel. "Yeah. Good luck with that."

Salt pulled out of the compound, engine roaring as he hit the coastal highway. Night air rushed past, salt-tinged and familiar, the road opening up ahead. This was where he found peace—just him, the bike, and the asphalt unrolling beneath his tires.

Except tonight his mind kept circling back to that photo. To hazel eyes that didn't blink, to a woman who'd stood alone against men who'd killed for less. To the tactical problem of keeping someone safe who didn't know she needed protection.

And to the uncomfortable truth that Storm wasn't entirely wrong.

Something about Lindsey Porter had already gotten under his skin, and he hadn't even met her yet. The competence, the backbone, the refusal to back down—it called to something in him he'd thought died with Jimmy.

Salt pushed the bike faster, leaning into the curves with practiced precision. He'd do the job. Gather intelligence, assess threats, protect the asset if necessary. Keep it clean and professional.

But as he rode through the darkness toward the harbor, he couldn't shake the feeling that this mission was already complicated.

And it hadn't even started yet.
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Lindsey's day had been sixteen hours of dealing with entitled yacht owners, a malfunctioning fuel pump, and three separate complaints about parking regulations. All she wanted was to lock up the office, grab takeout, and collapse in her apartment with a glass of wine.

Instead, she was walking across the darkened marina parking lot at nine-thirty, keys in one hand and pepper spray in the other, because Carl Hughes and two of his buddies were leaning against her truck.

She recognized Carl from last night—Wahlberg's thick-shouldered enforcer who'd called her sweetheart. The other two were new, but they had the same hard eyes and deliberate posture of men used to intimidation work.

Lindsey kept walking, pulse steady despite the adrenaline spike. Running would just encourage them.

"Ms. Porter." Carl pushed off her truck, his smile showing too many teeth. "We need to have a conversation."

"Office hours are eight to five, Monday through Friday." She stopped ten feet away, maintaining distance and keeping her weight balanced. "You want to talk, make an appointment."

"See, that's the problem." He took a step forward. "You're not being very friendly. Mr. Wahlberg sent us to explain how things work around here."

"With three guys after dark in a parking lot?" Lindsey raised an eyebrow. "Real professional."

One of the others laughed, sharp and mean. "Lady's got mouth on her."

"Harbor master," she corrected automatically, then cursed herself for taking the bait. "And you're trespassing on marina property. Leave now or I'm calling the cops."

"Go ahead." Carl spread his hands, still smiling. "Sheriff's department knows us real well. We'll be gone before they arrive, and you'll still have the same problem."

Her stomach tightened, but Lindsey kept her expression neutral. "Which is?"

"You don't understand how business works." Carl's tone shifted, friendliness evaporating. "This harbor's been operating a certain way for years. Mr. Wahlberg pays good money for flexibility. All you gotta do is look the other way occasionally, and everybody benefits."

"I don't take bribes," Lindsey said flatly. "And I don't let criminals use my docks for smuggling. So unless you've got legitimate harbor business, we're done here."

"Done?" Carl moved closer, his buddies flanking out. "We haven't even started, sweetheart. See, Mr. Wahlberg wanted us to have a friendly conversation. Explain the situation. Give you a chance to reconsider your position."

They were boxing her in—standard intimidation positioning that would escalate to physical violence if she didn't back down. Lindsey's hand tightened on the pepper spray, but three guys meant she'd get maybe one before the others took her down.

Coast Guard training said assess, adapt, survive. Right now survival meant stalling until someone noticed or an opportunity appeared.

"I've reconsidered," she said. "Still no."

Carl's smile vanished. "Then we do this the hard way. Mr. Wahlberg thought you might need a more convincing argument."

He moved fast for a big man, closing the distance. Lindsey brought the pepper spray up, but one of the others grabbed her wrist, twisting hard. The canister clattered to the pavement.

Then everything happened at once.

An engine roared into the parking lot, headlight cutting through the darkness. A motorcycle, moving fast. Carl and his buddies turned toward the sound, distraction giving Lindsey enough space to wrench free.

The bike slid to a stop fifteen feet away, gravel spraying. The rider dismounted in one fluid motion—tall, lean build, military bearing visible even in the darkness. He pulled off his helmet, and the security lights caught sun-bleached blonde hair and eyes like deep water.

Something in Lindsey's chest went tight and hot.

"Problem here?" His voice matched his appearance—economical words loaded with controlled violence.

"Private conversation," Carl said, but his posture had shifted defensive. "Move along."

The rider's gaze swept the scene—three men, one woman, aggressive positioning. His jaw tightened fractionally, and suddenly the air felt dangerous in a completely different way.

"Don't think so." He moved toward them with predatory grace, closing distance without seeming to hurry. "Lady looks like she wants you gone."

"This is none of your business," one of Carl's buddies warned.

"Making it my business." The rider stopped between Lindsey and the three men, his positioning deliberate—protecting her while keeping threats in sight. "Walk away. Now."

Carl laughed, but it sounded forced. "Three on one, asshole. Bad odds."

"For you." The rider's tone stayed flat, almost bored. But Lindsey recognized the military calm of someone who knew exactly how this would end. "Last chance."

Carl
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