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The first truck rolled through Badlands Brew's drive-through at 5:47 AM, same as every Wednesday. Earl Hutchins in his white F-250, two sugars, splash of cream, and a grunt that passed for conversation before the sun came up. Bailey had his cup waiting before he finished pulling up to the window.

"Cold one today," she said, handing it over.

Earl grunted. The wind cut through her thin sweater as he took the cup, and she was already reaching for the next order ticket before his taillights cleared the lot.

This was her favorite hour. The sky still dark except for the orange glow bleeding up from the horizon. The coffee machines humming their familiar rhythm. The highway stretching empty in both directions before the oil field shift change turned it into a river of headlights. Two years she'd owned this place, and she still loved these quiet minutes before the chaos hit.

By six, the line snaked around the building.

Bailey worked the window while Dani handled the café counter inside, their system smooth from repetition. Large black, extra hot. Medium mocha, no whip. Three large coffees, all vanilla, for the crew heading to the rigs. She knew most of them by truck now, had their orders ready before they reached the speaker box.

She was handing off a breakfast sandwich when she noticed the black SUV.

It pulled into the far corner of her lot and just... sat there. Engine running. Windows tinted too dark to see inside.

Bailey's hand hesitated for just a second on the paper bag before she passed it through the window with her usual smile. "Have a good one, Marcus."

The trucker pulled away. The SUV didn't move.

Two more vehicles joined it within ten minutes. A silver sedan. Another SUV, charcoal gray. They parked in a line at the edge of her property, taking up spaces her regulars used, and the men inside didn't get out. Didn't order. Just watched.

The morning rush stuttered.

Bailey saw it happen in real time—trucks that usually pulled in suddenly veering back onto the highway. Regulars who never missed their morning stop glancing at the vehicles and deciding they could get coffee somewhere else today. The line that should have wrapped around the building twice by now barely reached the corner.

Her hands didn't shake. She'd learned a long time ago how to hold steady when everything inside her wanted to scream.

"Bailey?" Dani appeared at the drive-through window, her dark eyes worried. "Those guys have been sitting there for like twenty minutes. Should I call someone?"

"And tell them what? That some men are parked in a parking lot?" Bailey kept her voice light, easy, the same tone she used for difficult customers. "They're not doing anything wrong."

Except they were. They were doing exactly what they'd been sent to do—sending a message so loud it scattered her business without anyone saying a word.

Six weeks. Six weeks of lawyers calling with offers she couldn't afford to take. Six weeks of inspectors showing up to find violations that hadn't existed the day before. Six weeks of her insurance company suddenly reconsidering her coverage. And now this.

The silver sedan's door opened.

Bailey's breath caught, but the man who stepped out just lit a cigarette and leaned against the hood. Watching her. Making sure she knew he was watching her.

She turned back to the window and the next customer in line—a young guy she didn't recognize, new to the fields probably, looking nervous as hell.

"What can I get you?"

His eyes flicked to the men across the lot. "Uh, you know what, I just remembered I gotta—"

"Coffee's on the house." Bailey grabbed a cup and filled it before he could finish making his excuse. "Cream and sugar's right there. Take it and go, you'll be late for shift."

He took the cup with a grateful look and peeled out of the lot fast enough to scatter gravel.

The next truck in line did the same. And the next. By seven, Bailey stopped trying to wave people in. She stood at the window and watched her morning rush dissolve into a trickle while three vehicles full of men she'd never seen before owned her parking lot without saying a word.

Her phone buzzed. The screen showed a number she'd blocked twice already.

Mr. Devereaux would like to schedule a meeting at your earliest convenience.

Bailey deleted the text and shoved the phone back in her apron pocket.

At ten past seven, the three vehicles started their engines simultaneously. The man with the cigarette crushed it under his heel, gave her one last look through the distance—you see what we can do—and climbed back into the sedan.

They pulled out onto the highway in formation, heading east toward Williston.

Bailey stood at the window for a long moment after they disappeared, her knuckles white on the counter edge. Her chest ached from holding her breath for an hour, from the smile she'd kept plastered on her face through every customer who'd looked at her with pity or fear.

"Bailey?" Dani's voice, soft now. "You okay?"

"Fine." The word came out too bright. "Just fine. Let's get the café prepped for the lunch crowd."

But there wasn't much of a lunch crowd, not today. Word traveled fast in oil country. By noon, Bailey had counted maybe a third of her usual Wednesday traffic, and every face that came through wore the same careful expression—we heard something happened, we don't want trouble.

She sent Dani home early. Told her to pick up her daughter from daycare and enjoy the afternoon, nothing to worry about. Then she stood behind the counter alone and pretended she wasn't calculating how many more days like this she could survive before the numbers stopped making sense.

The afternoon stretched long and slow. By four, the highway had picked up with shift change traffic, but most of it passed her by. Bailey wiped down tables that didn't need wiping and checked her phone for messages that hadn't come and tried not to think about the stack of bills in her back office.

She was refilling the napkin dispensers when the rumble hit.

Low and deep, vibrating through the windows before she heard it—the unmistakable thunder of a motorcycle engine. Not the crotch-rocket whine of the young guys showing off, but something heavier. Older. A sound that meant weight and power and you move for me, not the other way around.

Bailey looked up as the bike swung into her lot.

The rider was big. That was the first thing she noticed—broad through the shoulders and thick through the arms, the kind of build that came from work, not gym time. His cut marked him as Brotherhood before she clocked the road name stitched across the back: WARPATH.

Her heart did something complicated in her chest.

She knew him. Of course she knew him—he'd been coming here three, four times a week for the better part of a year. Large vanilla latte, extra shot, and a quiet ma'am when she handed it over. Tips too big for a coffee shop. The kind of manners that didn't match the scars across his knuckles or the way other customers edged away when he walked in.

He parked in his usual spot—close to the door, where he could see the whole lot—and swung off the bike with an ease that made something warm curl low in her belly. The cut sat perfectly on his shoulders. His jeans were worn soft and his boots were scuffed and he moved like a man who knew exactly how much damage he could do and didn't feel the need to prove it.

Bailey had his cup ready by the time he reached the counter.

"Large vanilla latte," she said, sliding it across with her best customer-service smile. "Extra shot."

His hand closed over the cup, but his eyes stayed on her face. Blue, she remembered. Pale blue like winter sky, and right now they were studying her with an intensity that made her skin prickle.

"You okay?"

The question was quiet. Simple. Shouldn't have hit her like a fist to the chest.

"Fine." God, she was so tired of that word. "Just a slow day."

Warpath didn't move. Didn't take his coffee and head to his usual table by the window. Just stood there, those blue eyes seeing too much, and Bailey felt the exhaustion she'd been holding back all day threaten to crack through her smile.

"Had some folks in the lot this morning," he said. Not a question.

She blinked. "How did you—"

"Buddy of mine was going to stop in. Saw the vehicles, kept driving." His jaw tightened, just slightly. "Said they looked like trouble waiting to happen."

Bailey's hand trembled on the counter before she could stop it. She pulled it back, tucked it against her apron, but the motion was too fast. He'd seen.

"It's nothing." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "Just some guys who got lost, probably."

The look he gave her said he knew exactly how much bullshit that was.

"Bailey." Her name in his mouth, rough and low, did something to her pulse she refused to acknowledge. "You got a problem, you tell me."

It wasn't a question. Wasn't quite an order either, but close enough that she should have bristled. Instead, she felt something dangerous bloom in her chest—the urge to tell him everything. The lawyers. The threats. The six weeks of pressure that had been slowly crushing her while she smiled and pretended everything was fine.

She opened her mouth.

The bell over the door chimed as a family of four walked in, tourists from the look of them, probably on their way to Theodore Roosevelt National Park.

Bailey snapped her customer-service smile back into place. "Welcome to Badlands Brew, I'll be right with you."

When she turned back to Warpath, he was still watching her. Still waiting. Like he had all the time in the world and nowhere else to be.

"I'm fine," she said again, and this time she almost believed it.

He held her gaze for a long moment. Then he picked up his coffee, dropped a twenty on the counter like always, and headed for his usual table.

"You change your mind," he said over his shoulder, "you know where to find me."

Bailey watched him fold himself into the chair by the window, positioning himself so he could see both the door and the parking lot. The tourists ordered hot chocolates and asked about hiking trails and she answered on autopilot, her attention split between them and the man who was drinking his coffee and watching the highway like he was waiting for something.

Or someone.

The tourists left. The dinner rush—what passed for one, anyway—trickled through. Warpath stayed at his table, ordering a second coffee when she swung by, refusing the muffin she tried to comp him with a shake of his head that almost made her smile.

At eight o'clock, she flipped the sign to CLOSED.

Warpath stood, stretched, and carried his empty cup to the counter like always. But instead of heading for the door, he stopped.

"Lock up," he said. "I'll wait until you're in your car."

Bailey's throat tightened. "You don't have to—"

"Yeah." His eyes held hers, steady and certain. "I do."

She should argue. Should tell him she'd been locking up alone for two years and didn't need a babysitter. Should point out that whatever was happening wasn't his problem.

But the memory of those three vehicles sitting in her lot like a threat made flesh was too fresh. And the way he was looking at her—like he'd go through anyone who tried to get to her—made the smart response die in her throat.

"Okay," she whispered.

Something flickered in his expression. Satisfaction, maybe. Or something hungrier.

"Good girl."

The words hit her low and hot, and she absolutely did not think about what it would feel like to hear him say that in other contexts.

She locked up fast, checking the back door twice, setting the alarm with fingers that weren't quite steady. When she stepped out the front, Warpath was leaning against his bike, arms crossed, watching the empty lot like he expected an army to materialize from the darkness.

Bailey walked to her car. Got in. Started the engine.

He didn't move until her headlights swept across the lot and she pulled onto the highway.

In her rearview mirror, she watched him mount his bike and head the opposite direction, toward Williston, and tried to convince herself that the hollow feeling in her chest was just exhaustion.

It wasn't.

And when she got home and found another voicemail from a number she didn't recognize—Mr. Devereaux is prepared to make a very generous final offer—she stood in her dark kitchen and thought about pale blue eyes and scarred knuckles and a voice that said you got a problem, you tell me like he meant it.

Like he'd do something about it if she did.
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That fake smile had been eating at him all damn day.

Warpath sat on his bike across the highway from Badlands Brew, engine off, watching the lights in the windows like he had nothing better to do on a Wednesday night. Which he didn't. Not anymore. Not since he'd seen the way Bailey's hands had trembled when she thought he wasn't looking.

You got a problem, you tell me.

She hadn't told him shit. Just smiled that brittle smile and said fine like the word meant anything coming from a woman whose eyes looked that tired.

He'd known something was wrong for weeks now. Little things—the way her laugh didn't quite land anymore, the shadows under her eyes getting darker, the nervous glances she threw at the parking lot between customers. He'd figured it for money trouble, maybe. The coffee business wasn't easy, and she worked herself to the bone keeping that place running.

But money trouble didn't send three vehicles full of men to sit in your lot and scare off your customers.

The lights inside the shop clicked off at 8:17. Warpath watched Bailey's silhouette move past the windows, doing her closing routine. Checking the back. Setting the alarm. The same ritual he'd memorized without meaning to, because apparently he'd turned into the kind of man who tracked a woman's movements like she already belonged to him.

She did, though. She just didn't know it yet.

The thought should've bothered him more than it did. He wasn't the claiming type—never had been. He'd watched his brothers fall one by one, watched them go soft for women who made them vulnerable, and he'd told himself that wasn't for him. A man built like a weapon didn't get to have soft things.

Then Bailey Summers had handed him a vanilla latte and called him sir with a smile that hit him like a fist to the chest, and all his careful logic had gone straight to hell.

Her car pulled out of the lot. Warpath watched the taillights disappear toward town, his hands loose on his thighs, his blood running hot with something that felt too much like need.

He should go home. Should let her handle her own problems like she clearly wanted to. Should stop sitting in the dark like some kind of stalker because a pretty woman with tired eyes had lied to his face about being okay.

He didn't move.

The highway stretched empty in both directions. Stars scattered across the sky like spilled salt, bright enough to cast shadows. The wind carried the bite of coming winter and the distant pump of oil derricks, that industrial heartbeat that never stopped in Bakken country.

Forty-three minutes after Bailey's lights went off, headlights appeared from the east.

Warpath straightened on his bike.

The vehicle slowed as it approached Badlands Brew—a black SUV, same model as the ones from this morning. It pulled into the lot with its headlights off, which told him everything he needed
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