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The Hill Country Devils had been drinking in her parking lot for three days straight.

Christy Adler stood at her office window, coffee going cold in her hands, watching six bikers sprawl across the concrete like they owned it. Because they did now, didn't they? Their Harleys lined up in a gleaming row of chrome and black, a claiming flag planted right in front of the Bluebird Motor Lodge's faded neon sign.

Three days. Seventy-two hours of men in leather cuts intimidating every car that slowed on Highway 62. Three families had checked out early. Two more had taken one look at the bikes and kept driving. Her last remaining guest—a traveling salesman with sad eyes and a wedding ring he kept touching—had bolted at dawn without asking for a refund.

The NO VACANCY sign hadn't been lit in eighteen months. Now the whole damn motel was empty, and she couldn't even pretend it was by choice.

Christy's fingers tightened on the mug. Two generations of her family had poured their lives into this place. Her grandparents had built it during the tourist boom, back when Highway 62 meant something, back when travelers needed a clean bed and a hot shower between here and there. Her parents had kept it alive through lean years and leaner ones. And she'd inherited it all—sixteen rooms, a lifetime of memories, and the stubborn Ozark refusal to let go of something just because the world said it was dead.

Now these bastards were strangling it with their presence alone.

The big one—Bassett, the others called him—pushed off his bike and stretched. Six-two of muscle gone mean, with a smile that made her skin crawl every time he aimed it her direction. He was the one who'd seized her arm four days ago when she'd told them to get off her property. Clamped down hard enough to leave fingerprints in purple and yellow up her bicep.

He caught her watching through the window and that smile spread wider.

Christy didn't look away. She'd learned a long time ago that predators chased prey that ran. The motel business taught you fast—drunk guests, highway criminals, men who thought a woman alone was an invitation. You handled it yourself or you didn't handle it at all, because the nearest help was always too far away.

Bassett said something to the men around him. Laughter rolled across the parking lot, sharp and ugly.

Then he started walking toward her office door.

Christy set down her coffee with steady hands. She'd known this was coming. They'd been circling for days, making their presence felt, letting the threat build. Standard intimidation tactics—she recognized them from every protection scheme she'd ever read about.

The bell above her door jingled, a cheerful sound that had greeted thousands of guests over the decades. Now it announced a man who'd come to take everything her family had built.

"Miss Adler." Bassett's voice was almost pleasant. That was the worst part—how reasonable he could sound when he wasn't putting bruises on her. "Afternoon."

"Mr. Bassett." She stayed behind the front desk, the solid wood counter between them. Not much of a barrier, but it was something. "Is there something I can help you with?"

"Thought maybe you'd had some time to reconsider." He pulled a folded document from inside his cut and set it on the counter. Partnership papers. She'd seen them before—a week ago, when a man in a suit had shown up with legal language that would sign away fifty-one percent of her property for the privilege of continued operation. "Mr. Greer's offer still stands."

Nash Greer. She'd looked him up after that first visit. President of the Hill Country Devils out of southern Missouri, with a reputation that made her stomach turn. The kind of man who took what he wanted and buried anyone who said no.

"My answer hasn't changed." Christy met Bassett's eyes. "The Bluebird isn't for sale. Not fifty-one percent, not one percent. This is my family's property."

"See, that's the thing." Bassett leaned on the counter, close enough that she could smell beer and motor oil and something darker underneath. "Mr. Greer wasn't really asking. He's offering you a chance to keep something instead of losing everything."

"And if I keep saying no?"

That smile again. "Then maybe your motel has an accident. Electrical fire, maybe. Tragic thing, old buildings. Or maybe you have an accident. Lonely stretch of highway, woman by herself..." He let it hang there, the threat settling between them like smoke.

Christy's heart hammered against her ribs, but she kept her voice level. "I've survived recessions. I've survived the tourism collapse. I've survived drunk guests and highway robberies and everything else these mountains threw at me. You think I'm going to fold because some out-of-state club wants my land?"

Something flickered in Bassett's eyes. Surprise, maybe. Or annoyance that she wasn't crying yet.

"You've got spine," he said. "I'll give you that. But spine breaks." His hand shot out and grabbed her arm—the same arm, the same bruised spot—and squeezed. Pain lanced up to her shoulder, hot and bright. "Breaks real easy when you apply enough pressure."

She didn't cry out. Wouldn't give him the satisfaction. Just stared at him with all the cold fury a lifetime of Ozark stubbornness could muster.

"Think about it, Miss Adler." He released her arm with a shove that sent her stumbling back a step. "Mr. Greer's patience isn't infinite. Neither is mine."

The bell jingled again as he walked out. Cheerful. Innocent. A sound that would never feel the same again.

Christy stood behind her counter for a long moment, breathing through the pain, waiting for her hands to stop shaking. They didn't. But she forced herself to move anyway—to the window, because she needed to see, needed to know what they were doing next.

The Devils had formed up around Bassett, probably getting a report on how their intimidation was progressing. One of them laughed. Another cracked open a fresh beer.

Her arm throbbed with every heartbeat, the bruise probably turning darker even now. Four days since the first grab. Now fresh damage layered over old. How long before they stopped using hands and started using fists? How long before "accidents" became reality?

She couldn't call the cops. Local law enforcement was forty minutes away on a good day, and what would she tell them? Bikers were loitering in her parking lot? Men who hadn't technically done anything except put bruises on her arm—her word against theirs, and they'd be back the second the squad car pulled away.

She couldn't sell. Even if she wanted to—and she'd rather burn the place down herself than hand it to men like these—Greer wasn't offering a sale. He was offering servitude. Fifty-one percent meant she'd work her motel for his benefit while he ran God knows what through her property. Drugs. Guns. Worse.

And she couldn't run. Where would she go? Everything she had was sunk into these sixteen rooms, this faded neon sign, this stretch of highway her grandparents had believed in.

Movement on Highway 62 pulled her attention from the Devils.

A lone rider, heading west. Not one of theirs—different bike, different posture. He slowed as he approached the motel, not stopping but not blazing past either. Taking in the scene. Six Devils in her parking lot. Bikes lined up like a declaration of war.

He was too far away to see clearly, but something about him hit her differently than the men currently occupying her property. Maybe it was the way he held himself—controlled, assessing—instead of sprawling with the arrogance of someone who thought they already owned everything they saw. Maybe it was the deliberate way he clocked the Devils' colors, not with fear or challenge, but with the calculating attention of a man making note of enemy positions.

One of the Devils noticed him too. Shouted something. The rider's head turned slightly, acknowledging, but he didn't speed up or slow down. Just maintained that same steady pace past the Bluebird's entrance, past the line of Harleys and the men who rode them.

For just a moment, as he rolled past her window, she could have sworn he looked directly at her.

Then he was gone, disappearing down Highway 62 toward the mountains, engine rumble fading into the afternoon quiet.

Christy's hand pressed against the cool glass of her window. Her arm still throbbed where Bassett had grabbed her. Her motel was still empty. Six men who wanted to take everything from her still sat in her parking lot, drinking beer like they had all the time in the world.

Nothing had changed.

But something in her chest—some small, stupid, stubborn part of her that had kept the Bluebird alive through every disaster the world had thrown at it—felt different. Not hope, exactly. She wasn't naive enough to pin her survival on a stranger who'd kept riding.

But he'd seen. Someone out there knew the Devils were here, knew they were claiming territory that wasn't theirs.

And the way he'd looked at her—really looked, like she was a person and not a problem to be solved or a target to be acquired—felt like the first time in days that someone had seen her instead of what she represented.

Christy pulled her hand back from the window, straightened her spine, and walked to her office to get ice for her arm.

She wasn't giving up yet.
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The Ozark Outlaws didn't hold church for small problems.

Backroad stood at the head of the table in the Conclave, fourteen brothers watching him with the focused attention that came from years of trusting each other with their lives. Stone sat at the president's chair, still as the rock he was named for, those calculating eyes already working through implications Backroad hadn't spoken yet.

"Hill Country Devils," Backroad said. "Six of them camped at the Bluebird Motor Lodge on 62. Been there three days."

Reaver leaned back in his chair, scarred knuckles drumming the table. "Greer's boys? This far south?"

"Saw their colors myself. Ran past slow enough to clock the setup." Backroad pulled up the mental map he'd been building since that afternoon—positions, sight lines, the woman in the window. "They're not passing through. They're planted."

"The Bluebird." Stone's voice was gravel and authority. "That's the little motel past the turnoff to Cedar Creek."

"Sixteen rooms. Woman owns it alone. Christy Adler." Her name felt strange on his tongue, too personal for a church table. He'd looked her up on the ride back, pulling what information he could from the county records. "Family property, two generations. Devils are squeezing her out."

Judge spoke from his spot near the wall, cold gray eyes missing nothing. "Squeezing how?"

"Intimidation. Scaring off her guests, occupying her lot." Backroad's jaw tightened. "Saw bruises on her arm. Fresh ones."

The temperature in the room dropped. Brothers who'd been lounging straightened in their chairs. Timber's massive hands curled into fists on the table.

"They're putting hands on a woman?" Whiskey's voice carried the edge of a man whose family had survived these mountains for generations. "On our roads?"

"That's what I saw."

Stone held up a hand, and the rumble of anger quieted. That was the thing about their president—he didn't need to raise his voice. The authority was bone-deep, earned through years of holding this club together when the world tried to tear it apart.

"Greer's been pushing south for two years," Stone said. "Testing borders. Feeling for weak points." His eyes met Backroad's. "The Bluebird's not random. It's positioned."

Backroad nodded. He'd been thinking the same thing since he'd seen those bikes lined up like a declaration of war. "Highway 62 access. Remote enough for privacy, close enough to Branson for operations. Perfect staging ground."

"Beachhead," Reaver said, and there was something almost appreciative in his voice—one predator recognizing another's strategy. "Greer gets a foothold there, he can push deeper. Supply lines, safe houses, everything he needs to carve into our territory."

"And we lose the highway." Backroad traced the route in his mind, the way he'd traced a thousand routes over the years. "62 connects to 65, runs all the way to Springfield. Greer controls that corridor, he controls movement through half our mountain territory."

Stone was quiet for a long moment. The silence stretched, heavy with the weight of decisions that meant blood.

"The woman," Stone finally said. "She fighting or folding?"

The image hit Backroad without warning—Christy standing behind that front desk, steel in her spine even with fresh bruises darkening her arm. The way she'd stared down Bassett through the window, refusing to look away even when any sane person would have hidden.

"Fighting." The word came out rougher than he intended. "Saw it in her. She's not running."

Reaver snorted. "Brave or stupid?"

"Brave." Backroad met the VP's eyes. "Stupid would've signed whatever papers they're pushing. She's still standing."

Something flickered across Reaver's scarred face—respect, maybe, for a woman with enough spine to face down men like the Devils. The VP had claimed his own woman six months back, a craft store owner who'd stood up to threats that would have broken someone weaker. He understood what backbone looked like.

"So we've got a territorial invasion," Stone said, ticking off points on his fingers. "A strategic position Greer wants bad enough to plant men on. And a civilian caught in the middle who's too stubborn to fold." His eyes swept the table. "Anyone think we let this stand?"

The response was immediate. Growls of denial, shaking heads, the restless energy of men ready to ride and handle the problem the only way the Ozark Outlaws knew how.

"Greer's got thirty patched members," Judge said, ever the tactical mind. "Plus prospects and hangers-on. We hit his boys at the Bluebird, we're starting a war."

"War's already started." Stone's voice carried the weight of absolute certainty. "Greer started it
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