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The bell over the door had been ringing wrong for three days now—ever since some asshole's boot had caught it on the way through her front window.

Brynn Ostrander pressed another strip of packing tape over the cardboard she'd cut to fit the frame, her fingers raw from working without gloves. The glass guy couldn't come until Thursday. Insurance adjuster wanted photos she'd already sent twice. And Dennis, the orange tabby she'd inherited with the store six years ago, sat on the counter watching her with the profound indifference only a barn cat could muster.

"You could help," she told him.

Dennis yawned, showing teeth that had seen better days and worse mice.

The morning light cut through the gaps in her patch job, throwing stripes across the worn wooden floor. Ostrander Feed & Tack had stood on this corner for forty-two years under three different owners, and she'd be damned if some protection racket was going to be what finally shuttered it.

She smoothed another piece of tape into place, ignoring the way her hands wanted to shake.

Three nights ago, she'd organized a meeting at the VFW hall. Twelve business owners from this block and the next, all of them getting the same visits from the same thick-necked collectors demanding monthly payments for "security services." Brynn had stood up in front of all of them and said what everyone was thinking but nobody wanted to say out loud.

We don't pay. Any of us. They can't burn us all down.

Forty-eight hours later, her window had met someone's steel-toed boot at two in the morning.

Message received. Message ignored.

The bell jangled, and Brynn turned with tape still stuck to her fingers, ready to tell whoever it was that she wasn't open yet.

The man who walked through her door made her forget what she'd been about to say.

He was big. Not tall-big, though he had a few inches on her, but solid-big. Heavy through the shoulders and chest, with a gut that said he ate real food and didn't apologize for it. Faded jeans, scuffed boots, and a leather vest covered in patches she didn't recognize but understood instinctively.

Motorcycle club. The kind of man mothers warned their daughters about.

His eyes found the boarded-up window, then tracked to her, and something in his gaze made her spine straighten. He looked like a man who'd stopped sleeping years ago and forgotten why he'd ever started. Worn down to bedrock, but still standing.

"You open?" His voice was low and unhurried, gravel over river rock.

"Will be in twenty minutes." She pulled the tape off her fingers, one strip at a time. "But if you know what you need, I can ring you up."

He nodded once, slow and deliberate, then moved deeper into the store with the easy awareness of a man who automatically clocked exits and sightlines. Brynn watched him go, telling herself it was just good business to keep an eye on customers.

Dennis, the traitor, actually lifted his head to track the stranger's progress.

She went back to her tape, but her attention stayed split. She heard him in the livestock section, boots heavy on the old floorboards. Heard him stop, consider, move on. The man browsed like he had all day and nowhere better to be, which either meant he was legitimately shopping or casing the place.

Given her week, she wasn't ruling out option two.

"Salt blocks." His voice came from closer than she'd expected, and Brynn cursed herself for losing track of him. He stood at the end of the aisle now, two fifty-pound mineral blocks tucked under his arms like they weighed nothing. "You got more in back? I need six total."

"Got a whole pallet." She moved behind the counter, putting solid wood between them. "You running cattle?"

"Helping a friend." He set the blocks on the counter with a heavy thunk. "He's got some land up near Ridgedale. Retired, mostly. Keeps a few head for something to do."

Something to do. She knew the type—men who couldn't sit still, couldn't stop working even when they'd earned the rest. Her grandfather had been the same way, puttering around his workshop until the day he died.

"I can have the other four ready for pickup this afternoon, or deliver if you're going past Cedar Creek."

"Pickup's fine." He pulled out a worn leather wallet, and she noticed the tattoo on the inside of his right forearm. A name, faded to soft green, in a looping feminine script. Lily.

She didn't ask. You didn't ask men about the names inked into their skin.

"Sixty-two forty," she said after ringing him up. "For the six."

He counted out cash without hesitation, then paused with his hand still on the bills. That weathered gaze moved to the window again, to the boot-sized hole she was trying to pretend wasn't there.

"That happen during business hours?"

"Two in the morning." She kept her voice flat, uninterested. None of his business, and she wasn't in the habit of sharing her problems with strangers.

He nodded, like he'd expected that answer. "You got a security system?"

"Got a baseball bat and a bad attitude."

Something shifted in his expression. Not quite a smile—she wasn't sure his face remembered how to make one—but something close. An acknowledgment, maybe. Recognition of a language he spoke.

"Those work." He slid a scrap of paper across the counter, a phone number written in blocky, masculine handwriting. "Name's Wyatt. In case you ever need something a baseball bat can't handle."

She looked at the paper but didn't touch it. "I don't need—"

"Didn't say you did." He picked up both salt blocks like they were bags of flour. "Four more ready by three?"

"They'll be on the loading dock."

He walked out without another word, the damaged bell marking his exit. Through the gaps in her patch job, Brynn watched him load the salt blocks into the bed of a pickup truck—no motorcycle, she noticed—and pull away without looking back.

The phone number sat on her counter like an accusation.

She should throw it away. She should absolutely throw it away. Men who wore patches like that didn't offer help out of kindness. They offered it because they wanted something, or because they were angling for territory, or because trouble followed them like stink on a skunk and they were looking for somewhere new to spread it.

Brynn had been married twice. She knew what it looked like when a man positioned himself as a solution to problems he'd probably cause.

Dennis jumped down from his spot and wound between her ankles, demanding breakfast with the kind of single-minded focus she wished she could apply to her own life.

"Yeah, yeah." She scooped him up with one arm, grabbed the paper with her free hand, and shoved it into her back pocket without looking at it again.

She'd throw it away later.

Right now, she had a store to open, customers to serve, and an entire block of business owners counting on her to hold the line she'd drawn. Jimmy Vasquez at the hardware store had called twice yesterday asking if she really thought this would work. Delia Harrison at the flower shop had left a voicemail Brynn hadn't returned, full of worry and second-guessing.

They were scared. She was scared. But backing down had never been in her nature, and she'd be damned if she started now because some asshole put a boot through her window.

Brynn set Dennis on the counter, refilled his food bowl, and unlocked the front door.

Monday morning. Time to work.



By noon, the bell had announced fourteen customers, two delivery drivers, and one very lost tourist looking for some restaurant he'd seen on a travel show. Brynn had sold forty pounds of chicken feed, three saddle blankets, a pair of work gloves, and enough deer corn to keep half the county's hunters happy for a month.

Normal. Ordinary. The kind of day she'd had a thousand times before.

Except for the black SUV that had rolled past the store four times in the last three hours.

She kept her back to the window and her hands busy restocking the bridle display, but she tracked that SUV every time it crawled past. Tinted windows, no plates she could see from this angle. Moving slow, like the driver was looking for something. Or someone.

Fourth time, it slowed even more. Brynn's hand found the baseball bat she kept behind the register.

But the SUV kept going, disappearing around the corner like it had never been there at all.

She let out a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding.

"Get a grip, Ostrander," she muttered to herself. Dennis, napping in his usual sunny spot, didn't bother to acknowledge her.

The bell rang and Matthew Webster walked in with a coffee from the diner down the street and a worried look on his face. He ran the boot repair shop two doors down, had been doing it for thirty years, and he'd been at the VFW meeting last week sitting in the back row with his arms crossed like he expected the whole thing to fail.

"You see that SUV?" he asked without preamble.

"Four times." She abandoned the bridle display. "You get a plate?"

"Missouri tags, but I couldn't read the number." He set the coffee on her counter, a peace offering. "Brynn, I've been thinking about what you said at the meeting—"

"Don't." She held up a hand. "Don't you dare tell me you're thinking about paying."

"I'm not saying that." He rubbed the back of his neck, a gesture she recognized from two decades of watching him stress over the same handful of problems. "I'm just saying maybe we should've gone to the police first. Done this the right way."

"The police can't do anything until someone gets hurt, and by then it's too late." She'd had this argument before, with her ex-husband, with her mother, with every person who'd ever told her she was making things harder than they needed to be. "These guys aren't going to stop because we ask nicely. They're going to stop because we make it too expensive to keep pushing."

Matthew looked at the boarded window. "Seems like they're making it expensive for us."

"One window." She forced her voice steady, confident. "I'll survive one window. But if we pay, they own us. And they never stop wanting more. You know that."

He did know that. Everyone on this block knew that. They'd all watched the businesses three streets over fold one by one after the "protection" payments started. First it was five hundred a month, then a thousand, then suddenly you were paying more in security than you made in profit.

"Just promise me you'll be careful," Matthew said finally. "You've got more guts than sense sometimes."

"That's what my mama always said." She grabbed the coffee he'd brought, took a long sip. Still hot, extra sugar, just how she liked it. "Now get out of here before your customers think you've retired."

He left with one last worried glance at her window, the bell chiming behind him.

Brynn drank her coffee and watched the street.

The SUV didn't come back.



Three o'clock came and went. Wyatt didn't show.

She shouldn't have been watching for him. She definitely shouldn't have been disappointed when the dock sat empty at four-thirty and she'd had to haul his salt blocks back into the storeroom herself, all fifty pounds at a time, while Dennis supervised from the top of a hay bale.

"He probably forgot," she told the cat. "Men like that forget things."

Dennis offered no opinion.

She locked up at six, did her end-of-day count, and climbed the narrow stairs to the apartment above the store where she'd lived alone for two years now. The place was small—kitchen, bedroom, bathroom, and a living room barely big enough for her couch and TV—but it was hers. Paid for with her own money, kept up with her own two hands.

After her second divorce, she'd sworn she would never depend on anyone again. Never share a bed she couldn't afford alone. Never build a life that would collapse if someone walked out of it.

That promise had kept her warm on more cold nights than she wanted to count.

Dennis followed her up, immediately claiming his spot on the armchair by the window. She microwaved last night's leftover chili, ate it standing at the kitchen counter, and tried not to think about the phone number still in her back pocket.

The paper was soft now, worn from hours of being sat on and ignored.

Wyatt. In case you ever need something a baseball bat can't handle.

She pulled it out, smoothed it flat on the counter.

He hadn't picked up his salt blocks. Either he'd forgotten or he'd never really needed them at all. Maybe the whole thing had been some kind of test, some way to scope out her store for reasons she didn't want to examine too closely.

But those eyes kept surfacing in her memory. The way he'd moved through her store like he was mapping it for exits, not for targets. The faded name on his forearm, inked into skin in a script that looked like a teenage girl's handwriting.

Lily.

Brynn folded the paper carefully and tucked it into her nightstand drawer.

She wasn't going to call. She didn't need help from men who wore motorcycle patches and carried themselves like violence was just another tool in their belt.

But she wasn't going to throw it away either.

Just in case.



Later, lying in bed with Dennis purring at her feet and the sounds of the street drifting through her cracked window, Brynn replayed the day in her head.

Fourteen customers. One broken window. One mysterious stranger who looked like he'd survived things she couldn't imagine.

And tomorrow, she'd do it all again. Open the store, serve the customers, hold the line.

She'd organized those business owners because someone had to. Because backing down wasn't in her blood. Because her grandfather had put his life savings into this store forty years ago, and she'd bought it with his inheritance money after he died, and she'd be damned if she let some two-bit protection racket take it from her.

We don't pay, she'd said. Any of us. They can't burn us all down.

She still believed that.

The SUV drifted through her mind as sleep pulled at her edges. Four passes. Slow, watchful. Looking for something.

Looking for her.

Let them look, she thought, and let the darkness take her.

Tomorrow was another day.

She'd handle whatever it brought.
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