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The back door rattled at 4:17 AM.

Josie's hands froze over the baking sheet, cinnamon roll dough going soft between her fingers while her heart slammed against her ribs. The kitchen timer said she had twelve minutes before she needed to pull the first batch from the oven. The tremor in her hands said she might not make it that long.

Third time this week.

She wiped her palms on her apron and grabbed the aluminum baseball bat she'd started keeping by the prep table. The weight felt wrong in her grip—she was a baker, for God's sake, not a fighter—but she'd learned fast that wrong and necessary weren't the same thing.

The rattle came again. Just the wind, maybe. January in North Dakota meant wind that could strip paint off buildings and freeze the tears on your face before they fell. But the wind didn't leave dead rats on her doorstep.

She crossed to the back door, bat raised, and yanked it open before she could talk herself out of it.

Cold hit her like a punch to the chest. Twenty below, easy, the kind of cold that burned your lungs and made your eyes water. The alley behind Rise & Shine Bakery was empty except for her dumpster, her delivery spot, and—

There.

The rat lay precisely centered on her welcome mat, positioned where she'd step on it if she came out in the pre-dawn dark without looking. Its neck was broken at an unnatural angle, head twisted almost backward. Not roadkill. Not something a cat dragged in. This was a message, same as the last two.

We can get to you anytime we want.

Josie's stomach rolled, but she didn't let herself look away. She'd looked away from too many things in her life—looked away when Darrell ran up credit cards in her name, looked away when her marriage crumbled around her, looked away when everyone in this town said she'd never make it on her own. Looking away hadn't saved her from any of it.

She grabbed the shovel she'd started keeping by the door and scooped up the rat with the same grim efficiency she'd developed over the past month. Into the dumpster. Lid slammed shut. Done.

Her hands were shaking when she went back inside, but she locked the door behind her and walked straight to the sink. She scrubbed until her skin went raw, until the water ran cold, until she could convince herself she didn't still feel the phantom weight of dead vermin in her palms.

Then she went back to her cinnamon rolls.

The dough had gone a little too soft while she was dealing with her visitors' calling card, but she worked it anyway, her hands finding the rhythm that had saved her more times than she could count. Fold. Press. Turn. Fold. Press. Turn. Her grandmother had taught her this before Josie was old enough to reach the counter without a step stool, and the muscle memory ran deeper than fear.

You can take everything else, she thought, rolling the dough with more force than strictly necessary. But you can't take this.

The oven timer went off. She pulled the first batch—twelve perfect spirals, golden brown and glistening with butter—and slid in the next. The smell hit her like it did every morning, warm and sweet and hers, and for just a moment she could pretend she was safe.

She wasn't.

She knew she wasn't.

But the doors opened in ninety minutes whether she was scared or not, and the cinnamon rolls weren't going to frost themselves.



By 5:30, Rise & Shine was warm with light and ready for customers.

Josie had done her hair and changed into a clean apron, covering the flour dust that seemed permanently embedded in her pores. She'd made coffee—three pots, because oil workers ran on caffeine and desperation—and arranged the display case with the precision of someone who understood that presentation mattered. Cinnamon rolls front and center, still warm. Fresh bread cooling on racks behind the counter. Pie slices under glass domes. Everything her grandmother had taught her, everything she'd staked her future on when she'd signed the lease three years ago with an ex-husband's debt around her neck and nothing but stubbornness keeping her upright.

The first customers came in at 5:42—roughnecks heading to early shift, faces weathered and hands calloused, the kind of men who'd been making this town run since the oil boom turned Williston from a quiet farm community into something else entirely. They ordered black coffee and whatever was fresh, paid cash, and left tips that said they understood what it meant to work with your hands.

"Mornin', Josie."

"Morning, Ray. The usual?"

"You know it."

She smiled, and the smile felt real enough that she almost believed it herself. This was what she did. This was who she was. The woman behind the counter at Rise & Shine, the one who remembered your order and asked about your kids and made cinnamon rolls good enough that men lined up before dawn just to get one while they were still warm.

The woman who won't pay.

The thought soured her stomach, but she pushed it down and poured Ray his coffee.

The morning rush picked up around six. She moved through it on autopilot, her body doing the work while her mind kept drifting to the men who'd walked into her bakery three weeks ago and changed everything.

They hadn't looked like criminals. That was the thing that still got her, late at night when she couldn't sleep. They'd looked like businessmen, clean-shaven and polite, dressed in khakis and button-downs like they were selling insurance. The bigger one—Warren, he'd said his name was, Warren Pruitt—had smiled at her display case and complimented her cinnamon rolls.

"Mr. Rourke appreciates the small businesses that make Williston special," he'd said, still smiling. "He just wants to make sure nothing happens to them. Fires, break-ins, vandalism—it's a dangerous world out there. Especially for a woman running a place all by herself."

She'd told him to get out.

He'd stopped smiling after that.

"Your insurance payment is due by the first of the month. Two thousand dollars. Cash. Mr. Rourke is a reasonable man, but he doesn't like being embarrassed."

Two thousand dollars. Every month. For protection she didn't want from threats that came from the same men demanding payment.

She'd told him to go to hell.

And then the rats had started showing up.

"Josie? You okay?"

She blinked, coming back to the present. Marla Hendricks was standing at the counter, gray hair escaping from under her wool hat, concern written all over her face. Marla came in every morning for coffee and gossip, had been a regular since the day Josie opened, and apparently her poker face wasn't as good as she thought.

"Fine." She forced a smile, reaching for a coffee cup. "Just tired. You know how it is."

"I know you've been looking more tired than usual lately." Marla's eyes narrowed. "Those men been back? The ones who came around before?"

Yes. Every few days. Reminding me what happens to women who don't understand how business works.

"Nothing I can't handle," Josie said, and poured the coffee.

Marla didn't look convinced, but she took her cup and moved to her usual table by the window. Josie watched her go, then let her eyes drift to the door.

She'd been doing that all morning. Every time the bell chimed, every time a shadow crossed the glass, her whole body went tight with the anticipation of seeing Warren Pruitt's face again. Or someone worse. Someone sent to do more than leave dead rats and make threats.

You could just pay.

The thought crept in like it did every night when she was lying awake staring at the ceiling. Two thousand a month. She could almost afford it, if she cut corners, if she stopped saving for the new mixer she needed, if she went back to eating ramen for dinner like she had in the early days. She could pay, and the rats would stop, and she could go back to just being tired instead of tired and terrified.

But she knew what happened to people who paid. She'd watched it happen to Daniels at the hardware store, watched him write check after check while his prices went up and his smile went empty. She'd watched the butcher on Third Street close his doors after three years of payments that kept increasing. She'd watched good people give up pieces of themselves, month by month, until there was nothing left to give.

And when they couldn't pay anymore?

The fires started.

"Some things you don't bend on," her grandmother used to say. "Bend too far and you break."

Josie wasn't going to break. Not for Warren Pruitt. Not for his boss. Not for anyone.

The bell above the door chimed again, and her eyes snapped to it automatically. Just a kid from the grocery store next door, looking for a pastry before his shift. She made change, handed over a bear claw, and watched him leave with her heart still hammering in her chest.

It wasn't even seven o'clock yet. She had ten more hours before she could lock the doors and go home.

Ten more hours of waiting. Of watching. Of wondering when the men would come back and what they'd do when threats stopped working.

"Mr. Rourke doesn't like being embarrassed."

She thought about the rat on her doorstep. The broken neck. The careful placement.

They were going to do more than embarrass her.

She knew it the same way she knew when bread was ready to come out of the oven, the same way she knew when dough had been kneaded enough—some things you learned to feel in your bones, and the violence coming her way felt inevitable as sunrise.

But the customers kept coming, and she kept smiling, and the cinnamon rolls kept selling, because that was what you did when giving up wasn't an option.

The bell chimed again. Two men in work boots that had never seen work, clean hands and flat eyes and the kind of swagger that said they knew they could take whatever they wanted. Her stomach dropped, but she kept her face pleasant as she watched them approach the counter.

Not Warren, she noted. New ones.

That was worse, somehow. It meant Rourke had more men than she'd thought. It meant this wasn't going away.

The taller one smiled at her, all teeth and no warmth.

"Mr. Rourke sends his regards. Says your payment's overdue."

Josie's hands curled into fists beneath the counter, hidden by the display case. Her voice came out steadier than she felt.

"Tell Mr. Rourke I'm still not interested."

The smile didn't waver. "That's unfortunate. He was hoping you'd reconsider." The man leaned forward, close enough that she could smell his cologne—something expensive that didn't match his dead eyes. "Pretty bakery you got here. Real cozy. Be a shame if something happened to it."

The customers had gone quiet. She could feel their eyes on her, feel the tension thick as smoke, but nobody moved to help. She didn't blame them. What could they do against men like this?

What could she do?

"Get out of my bakery."

Her voice was calm. Cold. The voice of a woman who'd survived a marriage that tried to destroy her, who'd built something from nothing on four hours of sleep and sheer stubbornness, who was too tired to quit and too proud to fail.

The man's smile finally flickered. Something ugly passed through his eyes—the look of someone who wasn't used to hearing no from a woman alone behind a counter.

"We'll be back," he said softly. "And next time, we won't be as friendly."

They left without buying anything. The bell chimed behind them, a cheerful sound that felt like mockery.

Josie stood very still for a long moment, her hands shaking under the counter where no one could see. Then she took a breath, uncurled her fists, and turned to the next customer in line.

"What can I get you?"

The morning rush kept coming. She kept smiling. And her eyes kept cutting to the door every time it opened, waiting for the men who'd promised to return.
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The bakery smelled like everything Rig had never had growing up.

Warm bread and cinnamon and butter, the kind of smell that meant someone had been up since before dawn making something good for people they cared about. He stood in the doorway of Rise & Shine for a beat longer than necessary, letting the warmth wash over him while the January cold tried to claw its way in behind him.

Frontier had sent him to assess the situation. Protection racket squeezing businesses in MC territory, needed eyes on how bad it had gotten. Simple enough job—watch, report, let the club decide how to handle it.

But Frontier hadn't mentioned the woman behind the counter.

She was maybe five-five, sturdy in a way that said she worked for a living, dark hair pinned back under a bandana that had flour dust on it. Her apron was smudged white at the hips where she'd wiped her hands a hundred times already this morning. She looked tired—not just early-morning tired, but bone-deep exhausted, the kind that sleep couldn't fix.

And she was beautiful.

Not the flashy kind of beautiful that demanded attention. The real kind. The kind that came from building something with your hands and refusing to let it break you.

Rig moved to the counter, aware of her eyes tracking him. Smart woman. She'd learned to watch the door, learned to size up every man who walked through it. That kind of wariness didn't come from nowhere.

"What can I get you?"

Her voice was warm despite the shadows under her eyes. Customer service smile firmly in place, the kind that didn't quite reach the tension in her shoulders.

"Black coffee." He glanced at the display case, at the golden spirals glistening under the lights. "And one of those."

"Cinnamon roll. Good choice." She moved with efficiency, pulling a roll onto a plate, pouring coffee into a ceramic mug. Her hands were steady, but he caught the way her gaze flicked to the window when a truck rumbled past outside. "Eating in or taking out?"

"In."

She slid the plate and mug across the counter. Their fingers didn't touch, but she went still for just a second when she got a good look at him—at the cut he wore, at the patch that marked him as Badlands Brotherhood. Her eyes widened, then shuttered.

"Corner booth's open," she said, neutral now. Careful.

Rig took his coffee and his cinnamon roll to the corner table, the one that gave him a clear line on the door and the counter both. He sat with his back to the wall—old habit, older instinct—and watched.

The bakery was half-full with early morning regulars. Roughnecks heading to shift, a few older women who looked like they'd been coming here since the place opened. Good crowd. Loyal crowd. The kind of people who'd notice if something happened to the woman who fed them.

But noticing and doing something about it were two different
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