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The satisfying crack of a kneecap giving way under his boot was the closest thing to a buzzer Stampede had felt in three years.

He stepped back from the man writhing on the warehouse floor, flexing fingers that had gone numb somewhere around the fourth punch. Blood dripped from his split knuckles onto concrete already stained with decades of questionable business dealings. The debtor—some meth dealer who'd thought skimming from club distribution was a solid retirement plan—had stopped screaming about thirty seconds ago. Now he just whimpered, curled around the arm Stampede had snapped at the elbow like a green branch.

"You got two weeks," Stampede said, crouching down to make sure the piece of shit heard him. "The money you owe, plus interest. Rider's being generous because your cousin vouched for you. Next time?" He grinned, and the dealer flinched at the gaps where teeth used to be. "Next time I won't stop at the arm."

He stood, rolling his shoulder—the bad one, the one that had ended everything—and felt the familiar grinding of bone against bone that no amount of surgery had fixed. The pain was almost comfortable now. Reminded him he was still alive.

The ride back to the compound took forty minutes through Black Hills back roads, and Stampede pushed his bike harder than necessary on every curve. Pine forests blurred past in his peripheral vision, the late afternoon sun cutting through branches in strobing flashes that made his eyes water. He leaned into turns until his knee nearly kissed asphalt, chasing the edge the way he used to chase eight seconds on the back of something that wanted him dead.

It wasn't the same. Nothing was the same.

The compound gates opened as he approached, prospect on duty recognizing his bike before he even slowed down. Stampede gave the kid a nod and rolled through, parking in his usual spot near the garage where Torque was elbow-deep in a Softail that looked like it had lost a fight with a semi truck.

"Collection go smooth?" Torque asked without looking up, his hands moving with the precise certainty of a man who'd been rebuilding engines since before he could legally drink.

"Smooth enough." Stampede swung off his bike and examined his knuckles. The skin had split across three of them, blood already drying in the creases. "Might need the doc to look at my hand."

Now Torque looked up, grease smeared across his forehead where he'd wiped sweat away. "Again? Brother, at this rate you're gonna run out of knuckle skin before the year's out."

"Keeps growing back." Stampede shrugged. "Like a lizard."

"Lizards regrow tails, not—" Torque shook his head. "Forget it. Church in twenty. Rider called it while you were out playing bone collector."

Church meant sitting still. Sitting still meant thinking. Thinking meant remembering that his shoulder would never rotate right again, that the circuit had moved on without him, that the only thing he was good for now was breaking other people's bones instead of his own.

Stampede grabbed a beer from the cooler Torque kept in the garage and drained half of it in one pull. "What's on the agenda?"

"Hell if I know. Routine shit, probably. Timber's been bitching about some new crew trying to push product near the rally grounds. Compass wants to plan a run through Spearfish Canyon before the weather turns."

Routine shit. Stampede's least favorite kind of shit.

He finished the beer and crushed the can in his fist, feeling the aluminum crumple like the dealer's arm had crumpled, and headed for the clubhouse.



The chapel smelled like leather, motor oil, and the particular brand of cigarette smoke that Rider pretended not to notice when brothers lit up during meetings. Stampede dropped into his usual chair—third from the left, close enough to hear but far enough from the head of the table that nobody expected him to contribute strategy—and waited for the rest to file in.

Ironside arrived first, because Ironside was constitutionally incapable of being second to anything. The VP's military bearing made him look like he was walking into a command briefing instead of a club meeting, spine straight, eyes cataloging everyone's position out of habit. He gave Stampede a once-over, noted the bloody knuckles, and said nothing.

Timber came next, ducking through the doorway like always because the frame had been built for normal-sized men and Timber was anything but. Behind him, Compass and Phantom entered together, deep in conversation about some stretch of Iron Mountain Road that Compass wanted to check for damage before the next group ride.

Finally, Rider.

The President of Black Hills Riders MC moved with the unhurried confidence of a man who'd earned every inch of respect in this room through blood and loyalty. He settled into his chair at the head of the table, let his gaze sweep across his brothers, and brought the gavel down once.

"Church is in session. Let's keep this quick—I've got Emma holding dinner and that woman gets creative with punishment when I'm late."

A ripple of crude laughter moved through the room. Timber muttered something about Rider being whipped, and Rider responded with a single raised finger that made his position on the matter perfectly clear.

"First order: distribution numbers are up twelve percent from last quarter. Whatever Ironside's been doing with the new routes is working." Rider nodded toward his VP. "Keep it going."

Ironside's expression didn't change. "Route security's been tight. No problems."

"Second order: Timber, talk to me about this crew pushing near rally grounds."

Timber leaned forward, his massive forearms resting on the table. "Small-time operation. Four, maybe five guys trying to move product to tourists. They're not affiliated with anyone worth a damn, just opportunists who think rally season is free money."

"They wrong about that?"

"They're about to be." Timber cracked his knuckles. "Give me two days, they'll understand the error of their ways."

Rider nodded. "Take Phantom with you. Make it clean but make it clear."

Phantom, who hadn't spoken since entering the room, simply dipped his chin in acknowledgment. The former sniper didn't waste words the way he didn't waste bullets—every one counted, and he saw no reason to use more than necessary.

"Third order." Rider's gaze swung to Stampede, and something in those weathered eyes sharpened. "Brother, you want to tell me why you've volunteered for every collection job, every security run, and every shit assignment that's come across this table for the past two months?"

The room went quiet. Not tense—these were brothers, and brothers called each other on their bullshit—but attentive. Waiting.

Stampede shrugged, fighting the urge to roll his bad shoulder just to feel the grind. "Someone's gotta do the work."

"Someone does," Rider agreed. "But it doesn't have to be you every single time. You got a death wish I should know about, or just too much energy and nowhere to put it?"

The honest answer was: both. The answer he gave was: "Just like staying busy, Prez. Idle hands and all that."

Ironside snorted. "Devil's workshop. Pretty sure you're already on his payroll."

"Benefits are shit, but the work's steady."

More laughter, and Stampede felt the moment pass. Rider's eyes stayed on him a beat longer than necessary—the man hadn't built this club by missing details—but he let it go with a grunt that said this conversation wasn't over, just postponed.

"Fine. But I'm putting you on rotation like everyone else. You burn out, you're no good to anyone."

"Understood."

Church wrapped up with Compass outlining his proposed run and Timber confirming details for the rally grounds situation. When the gavel came down, brothers scattered—some to the bar in the main room, some to their bikes, some to the women waiting in various corners of the compound.

Stampede went to the garage.



Torque had made progress on the Softail in the hour since Stampede had seen it last. The mechanic was now underneath the bike on a creeper, only his legs visible, muttering profanities at something that apparently wasn't cooperating.

"Hand me the three-eighths socket," Torque called out.

Stampede grabbed the tool and crouched down to pass it over. "What'd this bike do to you?"

"Owner thought he could rebuild the transmission himself using YouTube tutorials." The disgust in Torque's voice was profound. "I've seen combat damage less catastrophic than this."

"Want help?"

Torque rolled out from under the bike, grease now covering most of his face in addition to his forehead. He studied Stampede for a long moment. "You're volunteering to help me pull apart a transmission on a Friday night instead of drinking with the others?"

"I'm versatile."

"You're restless as a cat in a room full of rocking chairs." Torque sat up, wiping his hands on a rag that only made them dirtier. "I heard what Rider said in church. He's not wrong."

"He's not right, either."

"No?" Torque raised an eyebrow. "When's the last time you sat still for more than twenty minutes without looking like you wanted to crawl out of your own skin?"

Stampede didn't answer, because the answer was embarrassing. He couldn't remember.

Three years since his shoulder had blown out on that last ride in Cheyenne. Three years since the doctors had explained that no amount of surgery would give him back full rotation, that his rodeo career was over, that he needed to find something else to do with his life. Three years since he'd stumbled into Sturgis during rally season, drunk and directionless, and Rider had offered him a different kind of brotherhood.

The MC had saved him. Given him purpose, family, something to fight for. But the adrenaline—the pure, terrifying, eight-second rush of trying to stay on something that wanted to kill you—that was gone. Nothing replaced it. Not the fights, not the runs, not the collection jobs that let him hurt people who deserved hurting.

Nothing felt like enough.

"I'm fine," Stampede said.

Torque just looked at him with the patient expression of a man who fixed broken things for a living and could recognize damage when he saw it. "Sure you are. Hand me the breaker bar."

They worked in companionable silence for the next hour, Torque explaining what he was doing as he went, Stampede handing over tools and holding parts in place when extra hands were needed. The mechanical work was meditative in a way—following instructions, solving problems with solutions that made sense. Nothing ambiguous about a transmission. Either it worked or it didn't.

By the time they had the gearbox separated from the engine case, the sun had fully set and the compound was lit by security floods and the glow spilling from the clubhouse windows. Laughter and music drifted across the lot, brothers enjoying their Friday night the way brothers should.

Stampede's hands were steadier now, but his mind still wouldn't quiet.

"I'm gonna head into town," he said, standing and stretching until his spine popped in three places. "Need gas."

Torque glanced at the fuel gauge visible on Stampede's bike across the garage. It was three-quarters full. "Sure you do."

"Smart ass."

"Observant ass. There's a difference." Torque slid back under the Softail. "Try not to break anyone's bones on the way."

"No promises."

Stampede grabbed his cut from where he'd hung it, shrugged into the leather, and swung onto his bike. The engine roared to life beneath him, vibrating through his chest like a second heartbeat, and he pulled out of the garage with more throttle than necessary.

The night air was cool against his face as he hit the road, pine scent mixing with exhaust, the mountains nothing but darker shadows against the star-scattered sky. He pushed the bike faster, leaning into curves, chasing something he couldn't name on a road he'd ridden a hundred times.

Sitting still had never been something he was good at.
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The silver sedan was back.

Ivy spotted it the moment she stepped out of the reception hall, her camera bag slung over one shoulder and a tripod case clutched in hands that had already started to tremble. Third row of the parking lot, backed into a space with a clear sightline to her car. Two figures visible through the windshield, not even pretending they weren't watching.

Three days. Three days of that same sedan appearing wherever she went—outside her studio, in the grocery store lot, parked on her street at two in the morning when she'd gotten up for water and made the mistake of looking through the blinds. The license plate was always different, but the car was the same. The silhouettes inside never changed.

She forced herself to keep walking. Forced her spine straight and her chin up, the way she'd learned to do during four years of marriage to a man who fed on visible fear. Don't let them see you shake. Don't give them the satisfaction.

The September night air carried a bite that had nothing to do with temperature as she loaded her equipment into the trunk of her Honda. Wedding shoots usually left her energized—six hours of genuine smiles and stolen glances and first dances between people who actually loved each other. Tonight she'd photographed joy while checking every shadow for threats. The bride had asked twice if she was feeling okay. Ivy had lied with the ease of long practice, the same way she'd lied about bruises and "clumsiness" for four years of hell.

The sedan's headlights flicked on as she pulled out of the lot.

Her hands tightened on the steering wheel until her knuckles ached and the bones felt like they might crack through the skin. She took the long way through Rapid City, making random turns, doubling back twice, doing everything the internet had told her to do when you think you're being followed. She ran a yellow light. Turned into a residential neighborhood and circled the same block three times.

None of it mattered. The sedan maintained its distance—never too close, never too far—with the patient precision of men who knew exactly where she lived and saw no reason to rush.

Two months of this. Two months of her life slowly shrinking as Nathan's reach expanded.

It had started small, the way Nathan's cruelty had always started small. Hang-up calls to her studio line at odd hours. A break-in where nothing was stolen but everything was moved—her files rearranged, her equipment shifted, a coffee mug turned to face a different direction. Small violations that said we were here, we touched your things, you'll never feel safe again.

Then came the "accidental" encounters. Running into Nathan's people at the coffee shop where she got her morning latte. The post office where she shipped prints to clients. The walking trail she used on Sunday mornings when the world felt quiet and she could almost pretend her life was normal. Always the same polite nod, the same knowing smile that said we know where you are, we're always watching, there's nowhere you can go.

The hang-ups became voicemails—nothing but breathing, thirty seconds of silence with just enough ambient sound to prove someone was there. Her studio's back window was broken, blamed on neighborhood vandalism. A potential client called to book a session, then asked pointed questions about her schedule, her routines, whether she lived alone.

Then Matthew Westfall had cornered her in a parking garage after a wedding shoot three weeks ago.

She'd seen his silhouette first—a man-shaped shadow separating from the concrete pillar beside her car. Six-three, military build, tribal tattoos visible on his forearms even in the dim light. He'd stepped into her path with the casual confidence of someone who'd never been told no, and smiled a smile that didn't reach his cold eyes.

Mrs. Cross, he'd said, using a name she'd legally shed three years ago. The Senator asked me to check on you. He worries, you know. About your wellbeing.

She'd tried to walk around him. He'd matched her step, still smiling.

Accidents happen to troublesome people, he'd continued, his voice soft and reasonable, like they were discussing the weather instead of threats. Especially people who keep evidence they shouldn't have. The Senator would hate for something to happen to you, Ivy. He really would.

She'd filed a police report the next morning, hands shaking so hard she'd barely managed to sign her name. The officer had listened with increasingly skeptical eyes, had asked if she had any proof of harassment—actual proof, not just feelings—and had gently suggested that maybe she was being paranoid about her ex-husband's security team. After all, Matthew Westfall was a decorated veteran with an impeccable record. And Senator Nathan Cross was a respected public servant, a veterans' advocate, a family man with a spotless reputation.

The officer's tone had made it clear which of them he believed.

The gas station appeared on her right, fluorescent lights buzzing against the darkness, and Ivy pulled in before she could second-guess the decision. Her tank was half full, but she needed to stop. Needed to breathe. Needed thirty seconds where she wasn't watching the rearview mirror like her survival depended on it.

Because it probably did.

The sedan pulled into the far corner of the lot, headlights dying, engine staying on. Just sitting there. Watching. Two shadows behind tinted glass, patient as vultures circling a wounded animal.

Ivy's hands shook so badly she nearly dropped her credit card twice before managing to jam it into the pump. The machine beeped and whirred, asking questions she couldn't focus on. Zip code. Receipt? Debit or credit? The words swam in front of her eyes while her heart hammered against her ribs hard enough to bruise.

Breathe, she commanded herself. In for four, hold for four, out for four. Just like Dr. Reeves taught you.

The breathing exercises had helped, once. Back when the threat was theoretical—a controlling husband who might escalate, a marriage she was planning to escape. Back when she'd sat in Dr. Reeves's calm office and talked about anxiety management as if anxiety were the problem instead of a logical response to living with a monster.

Now the threat sat fifty feet away with tinted windows and professional patience, and all the therapy techniques in the world couldn't quiet the animal terror screaming in her hindbrain.

She knew what Nathan was capable of. She'd seen it firsthand.

The first time he'd hit her, six months into their marriage, she'd convinced herself it was an accident. His hand had just... slipped. He'd been stressed about work. She'd pushed too hard about something that didn't matter. The bruise had faded, and Nathan had brought her flowers, and she'd told herself it wouldn't happen again.

It happened again. And again. And again.

Four years of escalating violence disguised as passion. Four years of covering bruises with makeup and long sleeves and lies about how clumsy she was. Four years of isolation as Nathan cut her off from friends, family, anyone who might see the truth behind his campaign-ready smile.

She had the evidence now—photographs she'd taken of every injury, hidden on a flash drive Nathan had never found. Medical records. A journal documenting dates and incidents with the meticulous attention to detail that made her good at her job. That evidence was why Nathan wanted her silenced. His congressional campaign couldn't survive the truth about what he'd done to his first wife.

The pump clicked off, and Ivy startled so violently she knocked her hip against the car door.

Get it together. You survived him for four years. You survived leaving. You can survive this.

But leaving had taken everything she had. Months of secret planning, of hiding money in accounts he didn't know about, of mapping escape routes and memorizing shelter addresses. She'd walked away from that marriage with two suitcases, her grandmother's camera, and the bone-deep certainty that if Nathan ever found her, he'd make sure she never left again.

And now he had found her. Now his face was on campaign billboards across the state, and opposition research was digging into his past, and Ivy was the loose end that could destroy everything he'd built.

She fumbled the gas cap back on and stood frozen beside her car, caught between the desperate urge to run and the paralyzing knowledge that there was nowhere to run to. The police didn't believe her. Her family was in Connecticut and had always liked Nathan—such a charming man, so successful, Ivy was lucky to have him. She had no friends in Rapid City close enough to trust with this, because she'd rebuilt her life alone, the way survivors often did. Trusting people meant giving them ammunition. Depending on anyone meant having something else Nathan could take away.

A strangled sound escaped her throat, somewhere between a laugh and a sob.

This was how it ended, wasn't it? Not with violence but with isolation. Nathan didn't need to kill her—though she had no doubt he would if necessary. He just needed to remind her, night after night, that she was alone and vulnerable and completely at his mercy. Eventually she'd break. Eventually she'd destroy the evidence herself, sign whatever agreements his lawyers put in front of her, disappear into the silence he required.

Or she'd end up like the rumors she'd heard whispered at political fundraisers she'd been forced to attend as his wife. Other women who'd tried to speak up. Complaints mysteriously withdrawn. Restraining orders dropped. One girl who'd simply vanished during her sophomore year of college, back before Nathan had learned to be careful about witnesses.

Accidents happen to troublesome people.

Ivy's vision blurred. Hot tears tracked down her cheeks, and her breath came in hitches she couldn't control no matter how hard she tried. She swiped at her face with trembling hands, furious at her own weakness, at the fear that Nathan had installed in her like a virus she couldn't delete.

She'd escaped him. She'd built a business—Ivy Lane Photography, five years of work and sacrifice and slowly proving to herself that she wasn't the worthless, broken thing he'd told her she was. Every booking, every satisfied client, every five-star review was evidence that Nathan had lied. She was talented. She was capable. She was strong enough to start over from nothing and build something real.

And now he was going to take it all away.

The sedan's engine revved once. A reminder. We're still here. We'll always be here.

Ivy pressed her palm against her car's cold metal roof and concentrated on not collapsing. Her photographer's eye cataloged details even through the panic: the sedan was a late-model Chrysler, rental plates, two occupants she couldn't identify at this distance but knew by now were part of Westfall's six-man team. Professional. Patient. Inevitable.

She had no one to call. No one who would believe her, no one who could help, no one who—

The rumble of a motorcycle cut through the night.

Ivy's head snapped up. A bike was pulling into the gas station—not a weekend warrior's toy, but a real machine, all chrome and thunder and barely contained power. The rider matched: broad shoulders under a leather cut, the easy posture of a man who'd logged thousands of miles in the saddle, the kind of presence that looked like trouble even at a distance.

He pulled up to the pump beside hers and killed the engine.

Don't look at me, Ivy thought desperately, turning away to hide her tear-streaked face. Please don't notice. Don't ask if I'm okay. Don't—

She couldn't handle kindness right now. Couldn't handle a stranger's concern, couldn't explain the sedan or the men inside or the ex-husband who wanted her erased from existence. She just needed to get in her car and drive home and lock her doors and pretend any of those things would keep her safe.

Her hands wouldn't stop shaking.

The biker was pulling off his gloves, moving with the unhurried confidence of someone who had never spent a single moment of his life feeling hunted. Ivy kept her face turned away, breathing through her mouth to stifle the sobs still clawing at her throat, and prayed to whatever god might be listening that this stranger wouldn't look too closely.

That he wouldn't notice she was falling apart.
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Stampede noticed her the second he killed his engine.

Trembling hands fumbling with a gas cap. Shoulders hunched like she was bracing for a blow. The quick, desperate glances toward the sedan parked in the far corner of the lot—the kind of glances prey animals made when they could smell the predator but couldn't see it yet.

He knew that body language. He'd seen it on his sister's face a hundred times before she'd finally called him from a hospital bed with her jaw wired shut and her eyes swollen closed.

The woman was trying to hide it, turning away so he couldn't see her face, but Stampede had spent years reading opponents that outweighed him by two thousand pounds and wanted nothing more than to stomp him into the dirt. He could read a woman on the edge of breaking from twenty feet away with his eyes half-closed.

He pulled off his gloves slowly, making a show of checking his phone while watching her in his peripheral vision. Auburn hair scraped back in a ponytail, already falling loose like she'd been running her hands through it. Professional clothes—nice blouse, dark pants, low heels that weren't made for running. A camera bag sat visible in her back seat, expensive equipment she probably couldn't afford to replace. She'd been working tonight, photographing someone else's happiness, and now she was crying in a gas station parking lot while two men in a silver sedan watched her like something they planned to collect.

The sedan hadn't moved since she'd pulled in. Engine running, lights off, two silhouettes behind tinted glass. Patient. Professional. The kind of patience that said they'd done this before and knew exactly how it would end.

Stampede's jaw tightened until he felt his teeth creak.

He walked toward her pump, keeping his movements casual, non-threatening. She was already scared enough. The last thing she needed was another man making her feel cornered.

"Hey."

She flinched like he'd fired a shot.

"Those guys bothering you?" He jerked his chin toward the sedan, letting her know he'd seen them too. Sometimes that was enough—knowing someone else had noticed, that there was a witness.

Her head snapped up, and he got his first real look at her face. Hazel eyes, red-rimmed and swollen from crying. Mascara smudged beneath her lashes like she'd tried to wipe it away and only made it worse. A desperate kind of composure fighting to hold itself together, cracking at the edges but not broken yet.

Pretty. More than pretty—striking, with the kind of bone structure that would photograph well even in bad lighting. But it wasn't her looks that made his chest tighten. It was the steel underneath the fear. The backbone holding her upright when everything in her body probably wanted to collapse.

Someone had tried to break this woman. They hadn't succeeded yet.

"No." Her voice came out steady, impressive given the circumstances. "Everything's fine."

Everything was not fine. Everything was so far from fine that the lie almost made him laugh.

"You sure about that?"

Something flickered in those hazel eyes—surprise, maybe, that he hadn't just accepted her brush-off. Most people would have. Most people didn't want to get involved, didn't want to acknowledge the darkness right in front of their faces. Easier to believe the pretty woman when she said she was okay, even when she obviously wasn't.

Stampede had never been most people.

"I'm sure." She straightened her spine, lifted her chin, and looked him dead in the eyes with the kind of steel he usually only saw from brothers who'd been through combat. "Thank you for asking, but I don't need help."

Bullshit, he thought. You need help more than anyone I've ever seen.

But pushing wouldn't work. He'd learned that the hard way—from his sister, from the old ladies at the compound who'd fled their own nightmares, from years of watching what happened when you tried to force salvation on someone who wasn't ready to accept it. You couldn't drag people out of hell. They had to decide to walk out themselves.

This woman, whoever she was, had clearly spent a long time learning not to trust anyone. Learning that accepting help came with strings attached, with debts that could never be repaid, with the slow erosion of everything she was. Some asshole had taught her that. Some asshole was still teaching her, judging by the sedan full of patient predators fifty feet away.

"Alright
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