
ARSENAL’S DEFIANCE

OZARK OUTLAWS MC #12

LEXI KERSHAW

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright © 2026 Lexi Kershaw
All rights reserved.
Cover photo by Freepik

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

AUTHOR’S NOTE

MORE MC ROMANCE FROM LEXI KERSHAW

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


The bell above the door chimed, and Riley Preston's hands didn't stop moving.

She kept the tattoo machine humming against Matt Wilson's shoulder blade, finishing the shading on the timber rattlesnake he'd been sitting for over three hours. Her regular. Wednesday afternoon appointment, same as always for the past eight months. The snake coiled through oak branches, fangs bared, every scale rendered in painstaking detail because Riley didn't do half-assed work.

But she'd clocked the two men the instant they walked in.

Not uniforms. Didn't matter. She knew their faces from the night they'd helped put her in the emergency room six weeks ago. Keith Sorrells—the bigger one, jaw like a cinder block, missing a tooth she'd knocked out with her elbow before they'd put her down. The other was newer to Harker's crew, some deputy whose name she'd never bothered to learn. Young. Hungry. The kind of eager that made men dangerous and stupid in equal measure.

They didn't approach. Just positioned themselves by the flash art on the wall, pretending to browse designs they had no intention of wearing, letting their presence do the talking.

Riley's pulse kicked up, but her hands stayed rock-steady. Six years of military police training. One deployment to Kuwait. She'd learned to keep her body calm while her brain ran threat assessments, cataloging exits and weapons and distances. The back door was twelve feet behind her. Her backup knife was strapped to her ankle. The tattoo machine in her hand had a needle that could reach an eye socket if she moved fast enough.

"Almost done here, Matt," she said, keeping her voice easy. "Five more minutes."

Matt grunted acknowledgment. He was a trucker, built like a refrigerator, completely oblivious to the tension thickening the air. Good. She didn't need him caught in whatever was about to happen.

Riley finished the last of the shading with deliberate calm. Wiped the excess ink. Applied the bandage with practiced efficiency while giving Matt the aftercare instructions he'd heard a dozen times. He paid in cash—always cash—and she walked him to the door with a smile that didn't reach her eyes.

The second the bell chimed behind him, Sorrells moved.

He crossed to her station in three steps, close enough that she could smell the cheap cologne trying to mask stale sweat. The younger deputy flanked her left side, cutting off her path to the back. Tactical positioning. They'd learned from last time.

Riley stood behind her workstation, tattoo machine still in her right hand, thumb resting near the power switch. The needle gleamed under the fluorescent lights.

"Miss Preston." Sorrells smiled like a man who'd never heard the word no. "Deputy Harker sends his regards."

"Does he." She didn't phrase it as a question. "I thought the message was delivered pretty clear last month."

"See, that's the thing." The younger deputy was circling now, moving toward her ink supplies like he had every right to touch her equipment. "Deputy Harker's a patient man. Reasonable. But patience has limits."

"And licensing fees have payment schedules," Sorrells added. "You're behind."

Riley's jaw tightened. Licensing fees. That's what they were calling the protection money now. Three thousand a month for the privilege of running her own business in a town where Wayne Harker had decided the badge made him king. Every shop on Main Street paid. Every bar, every restaurant, every struggling boutique trying to survive in a county the tourist economy had forgotten.

Every business except hers.

"I don't owe Harker a goddamn thing." She kept her voice level. "I served six years protecting this country. I didn't come home to bow to a bully in a cheap suit who thinks a badge makes him untouchable."

Sorrells' smile didn't waver, but something cold flickered in his eyes. "That's a real nice speech. Bet it sounds even better in your head. But here's what's going to happen, sweetheart—"

"Don't call me sweetheart."

"—you're going to start paying what you owe. First of the month. Every month. Or what happened six weeks ago?" He leaned closer, and Riley caught the flash of satisfaction in his expression at the mention of that night. "That was just a conversation. Next time, we won't be so friendly."

The younger deputy had picked up one of her tattoo machines from the secondary station. He was turning it over in his hands like he'd never seen one up close, fingers smudging the sanitized surface.

"Put that down." Riley's voice went flat and hard. MP voice. The one that used to make drunk soldiers reconsider their life choices.

He looked up with a grin that made her want to break his nose. "Nice equipment. Real professional setup you've got here. Shame if something happened to it."

"I said put it down."

"Or what?" He held the machine higher, dangling it by the cord. "You gonna stick me with that needle? We both know how that went last time."

Riley's free hand drifted toward the counter where her iPhone sat charging. Evidence. Recording. Something that could—

"Ah-ah." Sorrells shook his head slowly. "Hands where I can see them. Wouldn't want anyone to get the wrong idea."

Silence stretched between them, thick with violence that hadn't happened yet but was coming, inevitable as gravity.

Riley calculated. Two of them, one of her. The younger one was between her and the back door now. Sorrells blocked the front. Her knife was accessible but not quick—she'd have to bend, and that would give them time to close distance. The tattoo machine was still her best option, but they knew that too. They'd be watching for it.

"Here's what I know," she said quietly. "Harker's got eight deputies on his payroll who don't answer to the law they're supposed to uphold. Ten more hired guns who handle the dirty work when badges can't be seen. Fifteen years of corruption, bodies that never got found, businesses that burned when the owners got brave."

Sorrells' expression flickered. Just a fraction.

"What I also know," Riley continued, "is that men like Harker don't last forever. Systems rot from the inside. And when his comes crashing down—and it will—every man who carried water for him is going down too."

"That a threat?"

"That's a fact. I've seen empires fall. I watched warlords in Kuwait who thought they were untouchable get dragged through the streets by the people they'd terrorized. Harker's no different. He's just smaller."

The younger deputy dropped her tattoo machine onto the station with a clatter that made Riley's teeth clench. Disrespect. Violation. Everything these men represented.

"You've got a real mouth on you," he said. "Maybe we should—"

"We're done here." Sorrells cut him off with a sharp gesture. "For now."

He stepped back, adjusting his jacket, and Riley saw the service weapon holstered at his hip. A reminder. You're nobody, that gun said. We have authority you'll never touch.

"First of the month," Sorrells repeated. "Three thousand. You know where to drop it. And Miss Preston?" He paused at the door, looking back with an expression that raised every hair on her arms. "Next time we have this conversation, it won't be in your pretty little shop. It'll be somewhere private. Somewhere nobody hears you scream."

They left. The bell chimed overhead—cheerful, absurd—and Riley stood frozen behind her station, heart pounding against her ribs.

She waited. Counted to sixty. Made sure they weren't coming back, weren't circling around to the back door, weren't waiting to catch her off-guard the moment she relaxed.

When she was sure, she set the tattoo machine down and pressed both palms flat against the counter, letting her head drop forward. Breathed. Once. Twice. Three times.

She'd known this was coming. After she'd refused to pay last month—after she'd told Harker's collection boy exactly where he could shove his licensing fee—she'd known there would be consequences. The beating six weeks ago had been the first warning. This was the second.

The third would be worse.

Riley straightened, rolling the tension out of her shoulders. She needed to close up, check the security footage, think about her next move. She'd survived Kuwait. She'd survived the VA's bullshit when she came home with a head full of ugly memories and a country that didn't care about veterans. She'd survived building this studio from nothing, proving that she could create beauty after years of being trained for violence.

She wasn't going to let some small-town tyrant with a badge take that away.

She was reaching for her phone when movement caught her attention through the front window.

Across the street, leaning against a Harley-Davidson with arms crossed over his chest, a man watched her shop with an expression that suggested he'd seen the whole thing.

Riley's breath caught.

Joel Banks. Arsenal, the club guys called him—she'd seen the patch on his cut when he'd sat for his second tattoo, the one commemorating his Guard years. Former National Guard armorer, she knew, because he'd told her during that session. Six years maintaining weapons and teaching weekend warriors to shoot. Quiet guy. Intense in a controlled way that she recognized from her own mirror. He'd appreciated her military-themed flash art, commented on the precision of her linework, tipped forty percent both times.

He wasn't tipping now. He was watching. Had been watching, she realized, probably since before those deputies walked through her door.

Their eyes met across the street, and something passed between them. Recognition. Understanding. The unspoken communication of two people who'd worn the same uniform, carried the same weight, and come home to find their country didn't have a place for them.

Arsenal didn't wave. Didn't smile. Just held her gaze for a long moment, then turned and mounted his bike. The engine roared to life—chrome flashing in the afternoon sun—and he pulled away from the curb with the easy confidence of a man who knew exactly what he was doing.

Riley stood at her window and watched until he disappeared around the corner, headed toward the mountains.

The quiet armorer who appreciated her ink work was never just a client.

She'd known that the moment she saw the Ozark Outlaws patch on his cut. But she hadn't understood what it meant—not really—until now. Until she'd watched him clock two corrupt deputies and not look away. Until she'd seen the calculation in his eyes, the assessment, the tactical awareness of a man who was already planning something.

Riley turned back to her studio, mind racing.

Harker had eight deputies. Ten more hired guns. Fifteen years of corruption and a county full of people too scared to fight back.

But the Ozark Outlaws had something Harker didn't.

They had men who didn't recognize badges as protection.

And one of them had just seen enough to care.
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Chapter Two
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Three days of reconnaissance, and Arsenal still couldn't get her out of his head.

He sat at the long table in the Stone Hall, waiting for church to begin, turning his lighter over in his fingers while the other brothers filtered in. The room smelled like cigarette smoke and old leather, rough-hewn timber walls lined with club photos going back two decades. This was where decisions got made. Where threats got addressed. Where the Ozark Outlaws decided who lived and who disappeared into caves so deep even the bats wouldn't find them.

Tonight, Arsenal had a threat worth addressing.

The door swung open and Stone walked in, Reaver half a step behind. The president moved to the head of the table with the unhurried authority of a man who'd rebuilt an entire community from the ashes of economic collapse. Forty-three years old, hard as the limestone cliffs that surrounded their territory, with eyes that had watched his world die and refused to let it stay dead.

"Church is in session." Stone's voice carried without effort. "Arsenal called this one. Let's hear it."

Arsenal set his lighter down. Every eye in the room turned to him—Stone, Reaver, Backroad, Judge, Timber, Whiskey. His brothers. The men he'd trusted with his life since Stone had found him running a gun range that couldn't pay its bills and offered him something better.

"We've got a problem in Harrison." He kept his voice level, laying out facts the way he'd been trained. "Deputy named
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