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Taylor Ross wiped grease from her hands with a rag that had stopped being clean three oil changes ago, squinting at the '68 Mustang that refused to idle right. The engine's rhythm was off—a stuttering heartbeat that her trained ear caught immediately. Timing chain, probably. Another four hours she didn't have.

Through the open bay door of Ross Automotive, South Side Chicago sprawled in late afternoon shadows. Her garage sat on a corner lot where Ashland met 71st, prime real estate if you measured value in visibility instead of property taxes. Three bays, a waiting area with coffee that tasted like motor oil, and her father's sign still hanging after six years: Ross Automotive - We Fix It Right.

The rumble hit her chest before her ears registered it.

Taylor straightened, grease rag forgotten in her hand. That wasn't the familiar thunder of Urban Sentinels rolling through their territory—the deep, comfortable sound of brothers protecting their streets. This was different. Harder. Meaner. The kind of engine noise that made smart people find somewhere else to be.

Twelve bikes roared into view, riding in tight formation that screamed military precision. Not the loose, confident sprawl of the Sentinels. These riders moved like a weapon—coordinated, disciplined, dangerous as hell.

"Christ," Hank muttered from where he'd been organizing parts. Her only full-time employee, twenty-two and good with his hands, smart enough to read trouble when it announced itself with chrome and leather.

Iron Reapers. Taylor recognized the patches even from a distance—skull and scythe on worn leather cuts, the kind of MC that made the evening news when they rolled through. Gary, Indiana plates. A long way from home.

The formation split with practiced efficiency, six bikes boxing in three local dealers who'd been working the corner across the street. Taylor knew them by sight—small-time hustlers who paid the Sentinels for protection and mostly kept their business away from schools. Stupid kids playing grown-up games, but they were her neighborhood's stupid kids.

What happened next was calculated brutality.

The Reapers moved like they'd done this a hundred times. No wasted motion, no unnecessary words. Just efficient violence that left all three dealers on the pavement, crimson pooling beneath broken faces. The bikers' boots connected with ribs, stomachs, skulls—systematic beating that went past making a point into sending a message written in fractures and contusions.

"We're taking over," one of the Reapers announced to the empty street, his voice carrying the flat authority of someone used to being obeyed. Tall bastard, six-four easy, covered in prison ink and MC patches. "Iron Reapers run this territory now. Sentinels can fucking leave or fucking die."

They mounted up and thundered away, leaving three broken bodies and a neighborhood holding its breath.

Taylor's hands had clenched without her realizing it. Those formations, that coordination—this wasn't some street crew flexing. This was a legitimate outlaw MC with resources, experience, and the confidence of winners. The kind of club that had crushed opposition before and expected to do it again.

"Should we call someone?" Hank asked, voice tight.

"Nine-one-one won't do shit." Taylor grabbed her phone anyway, pulling up the number for Sentinel Auto & Cycle. Judge needed to know about this yesterday. "But the Sentinels will."

She made the call, kept it brief, watched the dealers drag themselves away while their injuries painted the asphalt. One of them wouldn't stop coughing—internal damage, probably. She'd grown up in these streets, learned early that you survived by being useful and not backing down when someone tested you. Her father taught her to swing a wrench and throw a punch, told her respect came from skill and standing your ground.

Right now, her ground felt a hell of a lot less stable.

The rest of the day passed in tense silence. Hank jumped at every engine sound. Taylor buried herself in the Mustang's timing chain, welcoming the familiar puzzle of mechanical problems that actually had solutions.

The Iron Reapers came back the next morning.

Taylor was under a Chevy Impala when she heard boots on the floor. Not the rhythm of customers—the deliberate tread of men looking for confrontation. She rolled out from under the car, came up on her feet with a wrench still in her hand.

Three of them stood in her bay, backlit by morning sun. The tall one from yesterday led them—dead eyes in a weathered face, the kind of scars that came from years of violence. His cut proclaimed him "Chains Martindale, VP."

"Ross Automotive," Martindale said, looking around her garage like he was appraising property he already owned. "Heard you service Sentinel bikes."

"I service anyone who pays." Taylor didn't put down the wrench. Didn't back up. Her father's voice in her head: Never let them see you scared, baby girl. Scared gets you crushed.

"Not anymore." Martindale smiled without warmth. "You work for us now. Refuse Sentinel business. We'll pay you fair."

"I don't work for anyone." Taylor's voice stayed level through sheer force of will. Her pulse thundered in her ears, but her hands stayed steady. "I run my own shop."

The smile disappeared. "Wrong answer."

Martindale nodded to his men. One of them grabbed the tool cart, sent it crashing into her father's workbench. Decades of accumulated tools scattered across oil-stained flooring. The other headed for Hank, who'd frozen by the parts cabinet.

Taylor moved without thinking, years of physical work making her faster than they expected. She swung the wrench at the Reaper advancing on Hank, connected with his shoulder hard enough to hear something crack. He roared, spun on her with murder in his eyes.

Martindale caught her wrist before she could swing again, squeezed until bones ground together and the wrench clattered away. His other hand closed around her throat, lifted her onto her toes.

"You got spirit," he said conversationally while she clawed at his arm. "That's gonna make breaking you more fun."

He dropped her, let her collapse gasping. Hank tried to run—made it three steps before a Reaper clotheslined him, dropped him face-first. They kicked him with practiced precision, targeting vulnerable spots the way they'd beaten the dealers yesterday. Ribs, kidneys, skull. Hank stopped moving after the fifth kick.

Taylor lunged for them, got a backhand that split her lip and sent her sprawling. Tasted copper, blinked away stars, tried to get up.

Martindale's boot pressed between her shoulder blades, pinned her down.

"You got until tomorrow to decide," he said. "Work for us, or we burn this shithole down with you in it. Gary rules Chicago now, sweetheart. Better get used to it."

They left her there, engines roaring away into South Side morning. Taylor lay on her father's garage floor, Hank unconscious six feet away, and felt rage burn through fear.

She pulled herself up, knees shaking, and crawled to Hank. Checked his pulse—steady enough. Breathing ragged but regular. She grabbed her phone with trembling hands, dialed 911 first because Hank needed an ambulance, then Sentinel Auto & Cycle again.

This time when someone answered, her voice came out steady as the timing chain she'd been fixing.

"Tell Judge the Iron Reapers just declared war," Taylor said. "And tell him Ross Automotive isn't backing down."

She hung up, pressed her torn rag against Hank's temple wound, and waited for the ambulance while South Side Chicago woke up to a new reality. The Reapers thought they could roll into her neighborhood, destroy her business, hurt her people.

They thought wrong.

Whatever was coming, Taylor Ross would be ready. She hadn't survived six years running a garage in this neighborhood by backing down from bullies. She'd learned from her father that respect came from standing your ground and being too stubborn to quit.

The Reapers wanted war?

They'd get one.
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Havoc leaned against the chapel wall, bruised knuckles wrapped around a beer he wasn't drinking, watching his brothers file in for emergency church. The call had gone out an hour ago—Judge's voice tight with the controlled fury that meant someone was about to die badly. Iron Reapers. Gary, Indiana. Territorial invasion.

About fucking time something interesting happened.

Sixteen brothers filled the chapel, leather and chrome and barely contained violence. Judge sat at the head of the table, Steel flanking him like a gunmetal shadow. Throttle sprawled in his chair with that manic grin that meant he was already planning something reckless. Brick took up enough space for two men, arms crossed over a chest that could stop bullets. Ghost watched from the corner, silent and calculating. Razor played with a knife, all smooth edges and sharp smiles. Diesel nursed coffee like he was half-asleep, but Havoc knew better—the man was a coiled spring. Saint looked conflicted as always, war between the healer he'd been and the killer he'd become.

Smoke stood near Havoc, youngest of the enforcers, angry energy radiating off him in waves.

"Church is called," Judge said, and the room went silent. "We got a problem. Iron Reapers MC out of Gary rolled into our territory yesterday. Beat three of our dealers nearly to death, left them bleeding on 71st Street. Professional MC violence, military formations, twenty-five members with combat experience."

"Fuck." Throttle sat forward, grin disappearing. "That's Phillip 'Reaper' Stone's club. Old-school outlaw MC. They've crushed every club they've gone against in Indiana."

"Gets worse," Steel added, voice like gravel. "They hit Ross Automotive this morning. Trashed Taylor's garage, beat her employee unconscious, threatened to burn the place down if she doesn't refuse our business."

Havoc's fingers tightened on his beer bottle. He knew Ross Automotive—everyone did. Taylor Ross was the best mechanic in South Side, serviced half their bikes, didn't flinch when brothers rolled in covered in blood and asking no questions. Tough woman who'd earned respect in a business that chewed up most men.

"They threatened a civilian business under our protection?" Razor's knife stopped moving. "That's a death sentence."

"It's a declaration," Judge corrected. "Stone is establishing Chicago presence. He thinks we're street kids playing biker, not a legitimate MC. He's got numbers, resources, and twenty years of winning territorial wars. He left bodies and burned clubhouses throughout Indiana. Now he wants Chicago."

The chapel exploded in angry voices. Brothers shouting over each other, murder promises and battle plans colliding in testosterone-fueled chaos. Havoc stayed quiet, mind already working through close-quarters scenarios. He'd fought in underground cages against opponents bigger, stronger, better trained. Pain was temporary. Losing was permanent. The Reapers had numbers and experience, but they didn't know Chicago streets like the Sentinels did.

Judge's fist hit the table once. Silence fell like a blade.

"This is an existential threat," the president said. "Iron Reapers are a legitimate outlaw MC with connections throughout the Midwest. They've got military training, heavy weapons access, and the confidence of winners. If we don't crush this invasion immediately, every crew from here to Gary will think they can take Sentinel territory."

"What's their play?" Ghost asked from the shadows.

"Systematic takeover," Steel answered. "They're targeting our drug distribution, our protection operations, our legitimate businesses. Standard MC warfare—establish presence through overwhelming violence, make it too expensive to resist, force us out or destroy us."

"How many did they bring?" Brick's voice rumbled like an earthquake.

"Twelve rode in yesterday," Judge said. "Intel says they've got twenty-five total, including twelve hardened enforcers with prison records and combat backgrounds. Stone himself is former Marine, did time for manslaughter. His VP is Dale 'Chains' Martindale—six-four, Army background, prison time for armed robbery. Their road captain is Kevin 'Blade' Turner, another Marine who runs tactical operations."

Havoc felt the familiar rush of adrenaline, the electric anticipation before violence. Twenty-five against sixteen. Worse odds than he'd faced in the cage, but in the cage you couldn't shoot people or use your brothers as force multipliers. The Reapers thought numbers guaranteed victory. They'd never fought enemies who combined MC loyalty with urban warfare tactics.

"They're coming for all of it," Throttle said quietly. "Our corners, our protection money, our businesses. They won't stop until we're dead or gone."

"Then we make them regret ever crossing into Illinois," Razor said, knife appearing in his hand like magic.

"It's not that simple." Judge's voice cut through the building fury. "They're a professional MC with two decades of experience crushing opposition. We're a six-year-old club that's never fought a full MC war. They've got more members, more resources, and connections to outlaw clubs throughout the Midwest. If we fuck this up, they'll bring reinforcements and burn us to the ground."

The weight of that settled over the chapel. Havoc saw it in his brothers' faces—the recognition that this wasn't just another crew pushing into their territory. This was a legitimate threat to everything they'd built.

"What's the plan?" Saint asked, medical training making him think about casualties before they happened.

Judge looked at Steel, some unspoken communication passing between president and vice president. Then Judge's cold eyes swept the room, lingering on each brother.

"We go to war," Judge said simply. "But smart war. They expect us to react like street kids—emotional, disorganized, easy to crush. Instead, we use what makes us dangerous. We know these streets better than they ever will. We fight on our terms, in our territory, using urban warfare tactics they can't counter with their formation riding and military precision."

"They're going to keep pushing," Diesel said, finally coming fully awake. "Testing our response, seeing if we'll fold."

"Let them push." Judge smiled without warmth. "Every time they hit us, we hit back twice as hard. Every time they take ground, we make them bleed for it. We make this invasion so fucking expensive that either they retreat or we stack enough Reaper bodies that Gary stops sending reinforcements."

Havoc felt his own grin spreading. This was what he lived for—the controlled chaos where his reckless fighting style became an asset instead of a liability. The Reapers wanted a war? He'd give them one written in broken bones and spilled blood.

"I'll handle close-quarters combat," Havoc heard himself say. "Their aggression matches my fighting style. Let me draw their fire, absorb their damage. While they're focused on killing me, brothers maneuver."

Judge studied him with those calculating eyes. "You sure? Stone's enforcers are combat veterans. They'll try to put you down hard."

"Good." Havoc's grin widened, that wild energy in his chest expanding. "I fight better when someone's trying to kill me. Pain means I'm alive. Let them think I'm reckless and stupid—I'll use it."

Steel nodded slowly. "Kid's got a point. Reapers expect MC warfare—formations, planned operations, predictable tactics. Havoc fights like chaos incarnate. They won't know how to handle him."

"Havoc takes point on aggressive defense," Judge decided. "Ghost provides overwatch. Throttle handles pursuit and interception. Brick leads heavy assault. Everyone else supports as needed. We rotate positions, keep them guessing, make every operation feel different."

"What about Taylor Ross?" Razor asked. "She stood up to Martindale. That takes serious balls."

"She's under our protection now," Judge said firmly. "Explicitly. Anyone touches her or her garage, it's the same as attacking this compound. I want eyes on Ross Automotive until this is over."

Havoc felt something tighten in his chest. He'd
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