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The brick sat on her passenger seat like an accusation.

Sierra Mathis pulled her truck into the repair shop's lot and killed the engine, her hands still on the wheel even though everything inside her was screaming. Three years of sobriety had taught her how to control panic—how to breathe through the moments when her body wanted to shake apart—but it hadn't taught her how to stop feeling it.

DROP IT OR BURN.

The note was still taped to the brick, black marker on white paper, the letters blocky and impersonal. Like whoever wrote it couldn't even be bothered to make it personal. Just business. Just a promise.

She'd found it twenty minutes ago, walking out of the veterinary clinic after a twelve-hour shift that had included a difficult foaling and a colicky gelding that had nearly kicked her head in. Her truck had been parked in the back lot, same as always. The driver's side window was a glittering spray of safety glass across the seat, the brick sitting there like it owned the place.

Whitmore. It had to be Whitmore.

Two weeks of threatening letters from his lawyers hadn't been enough. Two weeks of certified mail demanding she accept responsibility for his stallion's death, pay damages, sign NDAs. Two weeks of her saying no, go to hell, I documented everything and that horse was sick before it ever arrived at my facility.

Now someone had graduated from legal intimidation to the other kind.

Sierra grabbed her bag from the floor—avoiding the glass—and stepped out of the truck. The October air was cool and damp, typical Pacific Northwest gray pressing down from above. The repair shop sat on a rural highway outside Eatonville, the kind of place that serviced farm equipment and work trucks and didn't ask questions. She'd been coming here for two years, ever since she'd moved to the area and started over.

Starting over. That was the story of her life, wasn't it? Start over after the accident. Start over after the pills. Start over after she'd burned every bridge and crawled out of the ashes alone.

And now someone wanted to burn what she'd built. Again.

The shop's main bay was open, country music drifting out alongside the smell of motor oil and welding. Sierra walked toward it, rehearsing what she'd say. Someone threw a brick through my window, I need a replacement, no I don't want to file a police report, just fix it please.

She was so focused on the words that she almost walked straight into the man coming out.

"Whoa." A hand caught her elbow, steadying her, and Sierra looked up into eyes the color of gunmetal.

He was lean where she'd expected bulk—all precise angles and controlled economy, like a distance runner or a martial artist. The kind of build that didn't waste anything. Mid-thirties, maybe, with dark hair cropped military-short and a face that had seen hard weather and harder choices. Scars on his forearms, more disappearing under his shirt collar, the kind you got from shrapnel or broken glass or lives lived dangerously.

And the leather cut over his shoulders, patches she couldn't read from this angle but didn't need to. Motorcycle club. The rocker on the bottom probably said something territorial, something that marked him as belonging to whatever crew ran these roads.

Trouble, her instincts whispered. He looks like trouble.

"Sorry." She stepped back, out of his grip. "Wasn't watching where I was going."

Those gray eyes dropped to her truck, taking in the shattered window in one sweep. His expression didn't change—controlled, assessing—but something sharpened in his gaze.

"That happen here?"

"No." The word came out harder than she'd intended. "Somewhere else."

He was still looking at the truck. At the brick visible through the broken window. At the note.

"Someone throw that brick?"

"Does it matter?"

Now he looked at her. Really looked, the way she'd seen horses assess new handlers—figuring out if she was a threat, a mark, or something else entirely. Sierra held his gaze and didn't flinch. She'd stared down twelve-hundred-pound stallions with murder in their eyes. One biker with questions she didn't want to answer wasn't going to make her blink.

Something flickered in his expression. Not quite a smile, but close.

"Most people would've called the cops," he said.

"Most people have time to waste."

"And you don't."

"No." Sierra moved past him, toward the open bay. "I don't."

She made it three steps before his voice stopped her.

"There's glass in your hair."

Her hand went up automatically, finding the sharp glitter of safety glass tangled in her braid. She'd been so focused on not falling apart that she hadn't even noticed. Hadn't noticed the tiny cuts on her palm either, from when she'd swept the worst of it off her seat. Hadn't noticed anything except the brick and the note and the cold certainty that Preston Whitmore had decided lawyers weren't working fast enough.

"Thanks." She picked out what she could feel, flicking the pieces away. "I'll survive."

"Wasn't suggesting you wouldn't."

There was something in his tone—not pity, thank God, she couldn't have handled pity—but something like... recognition. Like he knew what it looked like when someone was holding themselves together through sheer stubborn will.

She turned back. He hadn't moved, still standing in the late afternoon light with his cut and his scars and his too-observant eyes.

"I don't know you," she said.

"No."

"So why do you care about my window?"

He considered that. Considered her. Then: "Man throws a brick with a note attached, he's not making a point. He's making a promise. And you don't look like the kind of woman who earned that kind of promise."

Sierra laughed, and it came out bitter. "You don't know what kind of woman I am."

"No," he agreed. "I don't. But I know what desperation looks like when it's trying to look like strength. And I know what a threat looks like when it's pretending to be a warning."

The words hit harder than she wanted them to. Because he was right—she was desperate. Two weeks of legal threats had eaten through her savings in attorney consultation fees. Her landlord was nervous. Her boss at the veterinary practice was nervous. And now someone had thrown a brick through her window with a note that promised things would get worse.

She was in over her head, and she knew it.

But she'd been in over her head before. She'd clawed her way out of addiction alone, rebuilt her life from ashes, learned to stand on her own two feet without anyone's help. She could handle Preston Whitmore and his money and his threats.

She had to.

"It's nothing I can't handle," she said.

Those gray eyes studied her for a long moment. Then he reached into his cut, pulled out a card, and held it out.

"Truck," he said. "That's what they call me. This has my number. When it gets worse—and it will—call."

Sierra didn't take the card. "I don't take help from strangers."

"Good policy." He didn't lower his hand. "Most strangers aren't worth trusting."

"And you are?"

"No." Something almost like humor crossed his face. "But I'm useful. There's a difference."

Against every instinct telling her to walk away, Sierra took the card. Heavy stock, minimal text: Truck and a phone number. Nothing else. No club name, no business, no explanation.

"Why?" she asked.

"Why what?"

"Why offer? You don't know me. You don't know what kind of trouble I'm in. For all you know, I deserve that brick."

Truck's expression didn't change, but something shifted in his eyes—a darkness there, old and deep.

"Maybe," he said. "But you're standing here alone, bleeding from your hands, with glass in your hair and a threat on your passenger seat. And you haven't once looked like you expect anyone to help you."

"Because I don't."

"I know." He stepped back, giving her space. "That's why I offered."

He walked past her toward a row of motorcycles parked at the edge of the lot, his stride unhurried but purposeful. Every movement economical, nothing wasted. Sierra watched him go, the card heavy in her hand, her heart doing something complicated in her chest.

Motorcycle club, she reminded herself. The kind of chaos you can't afford. The kind of trouble that destroys the life you've built.

Three years sober. Three years of learning to stand alone. Three years of building something that mattered—her job, her rescue horses, the fragile stability that was all that stood between her and the darkness she'd crawled out of.

She couldn't afford to trust a stranger in a leather cut. Couldn't afford to let someone like him into her life, no matter how steady his eyes or how useful he claimed to be.

But she didn't throw the card away.

She shoved it in her pocket and walked into the repair shop, glass crunching under her boots, the note's words burned into her mind.

DROP IT OR BURN.

Preston Whitmore wanted her to break. Wanted her to accept blame for a horse that had arrived sick, sign his papers, disappear quietly so his insurance claim could go through without complications.

He didn't know her. Didn't know what she'd survived, what she'd rebuilt, what she was capable of when someone tried to take everything from her.

She wasn't going to drop anything.

And if he wanted to burn her life down, he was going to learn that she'd already walked through fire once—and come out the other side still standing.

The mechanic behind the counter looked up as she approached. "Help you?"

"Window replacement." Sierra kept her voice level. "Someone threw a brick through my driver's side."

His eyebrows rose, but he didn't ask questions. That was why she came here.

"Can have it done by tomorrow morning. That work?"

"Yeah." She pulled out her wallet, ignoring the sting of cuts she hadn't bandaged. "That works."

Outside, a motorcycle engine roared to life. Sierra didn't turn to look, but she felt it—the rumble vibrating through the floor, through her chest, through something she didn't want to name.

Truck.

She wasn't going to call him. Wasn't going to pull that card out of her pocket and dial the number and ask for help from a stranger who looked like everything she'd spent three years avoiding.

But she also wasn't going to throw the card away.

Not yet.

Not until she knew just how bad this was going to get.
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The woman wouldn't get out of his head.

Truck sat at the bar in the compound's main room, coffee going cold in front of him, and thought about hazel eyes that had refused to look away. About hands that bled without their owner seeming to notice. About a brick on a passenger seat and a note that promised violence.

DROP IT OR BURN.

He'd seen threats before. Delivered a few himself, back when he was the voice on the radio calling fire from the sky. But there was something about this one that sat wrong in his gut—the casualness of it, maybe. The assumption that one brick and four words would be enough to break her.

Whoever sent that message didn't know the woman they were threatening.

Neither did Truck, technically. But he knew what he'd seen: someone holding herself together through pure stubborn will, refusing help she clearly needed, walking into that repair shop with glass in her hair like it was just another Tuesday.

It wasn't just another Tuesday. And she wasn't handling it, no matter what she'd said.

"You're brooding."

Truck looked up to find Wraith sliding onto the stool beside him, the sniper's pale eyes amused. Karl Ralston moved like smoke even when he wasn't hunting—quiet, contained, always watching.

"Not brooding," Truck said. "Thinking."

"Same thing, with you." Wraith signaled for coffee. "What's her name?"

"Who says it's a woman?"

"The fact that you've been staring at that same spot on the wall for twenty minutes without moving." Wraith's mouth curved. "Only two things make a man that still. A target or a woman. And you're not wearing your hunting face."

Truck didn't bother denying it. Wraith would see through the lie anyway—that's what snipers did. They saw everything.

"Don't have a name," he admitted. "Met her at Hendricks' shop yesterday. Someone threw a brick through her truck window."

"And?"

"And she told me she could handle it."

Wraith waited.

"She was bleeding," Truck said. "Cuts on her palms from clearing the glass. Didn't even seem to notice."

"Tough."

"Stupid." The word came out harder than he'd intended. "There's a difference between tough and pretending you don't need help when you're clearly in over your head."

Wraith studied him for a long moment, something knowing in his expression. "You going to find out which one she is?"

Truck didn't answer. He didn't have to.



An hour later, he was pulling into Hendricks' repair shop, gravel crunching under his boots as he dismounted. The October drizzle had started up again, misting his cut with moisture, and he could smell pine and wet earth beneath the shop's oil-and-metal signature.

Dale Hendricks looked up from an engine block when Truck walked in, wiping his hands on a rag that had seen better decades.

"Twice in two days," Dale said. "Must be my lucky week."

"The woman from yesterday. With the brick."

Dale's expression shifted—wariness creeping in around the edges. "What about her?"

"What do you















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





