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The note was tucked between pages 142 and 143 of Arkansas Backroads: A History of Forgotten Places.

Maggie Thornton's hands went still on the book's spine, her breath catching in the quiet of her empty store. She didn't need to unfold the paper to know who'd left it. She knew Dean's handwriting the way her body knew the memory of his fists—bone-deep and impossible to forget.

She unfolded it anyway.

You stood at your window last night for eleven minutes. Blue pajamas. The ones with the little stars. You really should close your curtains, Maggie. Anyone could be watching.

The paper crumpled in her fist before she even realized she'd done it. Third note this week. Monday's had described her walk home from the store, every turn she took, every time she'd glanced over her shoulder. Wednesday's had listed what she'd eaten for dinner, visible through her kitchen window.

This one was worse. This one meant he'd been close enough to count the minutes. Close enough to see the pattern on her pajamas.

Eight months. He'd served eight months for violating the restraining order, and he'd come out meaner and smarter about his obsession. The calls had stopped—too traceable. The emails had stopped—too much evidence. Now it was just these notes, appearing in places that proved he could get to her whenever he wanted.

Inside her bookstore. Inside her sanctuary.

Maggie forced herself to breathe, counting the way her therapist had taught her. Four counts in. Hold for four. Four counts out. The panic didn't dissolve, but it retreated to a manageable hum beneath her skin.

Pages & Pines was quiet around her, late afternoon sunlight slanting through the front windows and catching dust motes in the air. The smell of old paper and cedar shelving wrapped around her like armor. She'd built this place from nothing—from the ashes of a woman who'd believed she deserved every bruise, every broken promise, every whispered threat. Three years of carefully curated shelves, of local authors displayed with pride, of creating a space where people could lose themselves in someone else's story.

Dean wanted to take it from her. He wanted to take everything, the way he always had.

She wouldn't let him.

Maggie smoothed the crumpled note against the counter, her hands steadier now. Evidence. She needed to document everything, even if the police had made it clear that notes without explicit threats were hard to prosecute. Even if the restraining order was just paper against a man who'd already proved paper couldn't stop him.

The bell above the door chimed, and her whole body went rigid.

Just Mrs. Patterson, eighty-three years old and looking for the new cozy mystery she'd ordered. Maggie assembled her customer service smile from somewhere deep in her chest and went to help her, tucking Dean's note into her apron pocket where it burned like a coal.

By the time she'd walked Mrs. Patterson through her purchase and waved her out the door, Maggie's jaw ached from clenching. She flipped the sign to CLOSED thirty minutes early and leaned her forehead against the cool glass of the door.

Three years. She'd spent three years rebuilding herself into someone who could spot the warning signs, who trusted her own judgment, who understood that survival meant action. She'd left Dean with nothing but the clothes on her back and a black eye that took two weeks to fade. She'd clawed her way through a divorce that he'd fought at every turn. She'd built this store with money she'd saved in a secret account, dollar by dollar, preparing for the day she'd finally have the courage to run.

And now he was back, circling like a wolf who'd found wounded prey.

Maggie pushed away from the door and moved through her closing routine on autopilot. Cash drawer counted and locked. Lights dimmed in the back storage room. Computer shut down. Each step was muscle memory, her body going through motions while her mind catalogued every shadow, every creak of the old building settling, every sound from the street outside.

She was checking the back door lock for the third time when she heard the front bell chime again.

Her hand found the heavy bookend she'd started keeping within reach—a brass owl, solid and satisfying in her palm. She'd broken a man's nose with it once, Dean's brother Kenny, when he'd tried to corner her in her own store six months ago. The memory of his blood on her hands still woke her up some nights, but it was a better memory than the ones where she'd frozen, where she'd let them hurt her because fighting back hadn't seemed possible.

She wasn't that woman anymore.

Maggie moved to the doorway between the stockroom and the main floor, bookend ready, and found herself looking at the young man who'd been coming in every Thursday for the past month.

He was lean and wiry, moving with a restless energy that reminded her of a stray dog—hungry and watchful and not quite sure if he belonged. Scars covered his hands and forearms, the kind you got from working with metal and machinery, and there was a tattoo she'd glimpsed once beneath his collar when he'd reached for a high shelf. His eyes found her immediately, that unsettling hunger she'd noticed before sharpening into something almost protective when he registered the bookend in her hand.

"Store's closed," Maggie said, not lowering the brass owl.

"Sign says five." His voice was rough, like he didn't use it much. "It's four-thirty."

"I closed early."

He didn't move toward her, which she appreciated. Most men would have taken a step forward, would have tried to close the distance, would have dismissed the weapon in her hand as an overreaction. This one stayed exactly where he was, near the front door, his eyes moving over the store in a sweep that felt deliberate rather than casual.

"You okay?" he asked.

The question was simple, but the way he asked it wasn't. There was no condescension in his tone, no implication that she was being dramatic. Just a straightforward inquiry from someone who looked like he knew what trouble smelled like.

"Fine," Maggie said. "Just closing up."

"Four-thirty," he repeated. "On a Thursday. When you're usually here until six."

So he'd noticed her patterns. Maggie didn't know if that should make her feel safer or more afraid. She'd spent four years with a man who'd tracked her every move, and here was another one cataloguing her schedule like it mattered.

But Dean had watched her to control her. This felt different—though she couldn't have explained why.

"You've been coming in for a month," she said. "Bought seven novels, all paperback, all from the adventure and thriller section. You're working your way through Lee Child."

His mouth twitched, not quite a smile. "Catching up on what I missed."

"Missed?"

"Books weren't exactly a priority growing up." He shrugged, a motion that drew attention to the lean muscle of his shoulders. "Figured I'd start with the ones where things explode."

Against her better judgment, Maggie felt her grip on the bookend loosen slightly. "Jack Reacher doesn't disappoint on that front."

"No, ma'am, he does not."

They stood there for a moment, the length of the store between them, and Maggie found herself studying him the way she'd trained herself to study everyone. Looking for the tells, the red flags, the signs that someone was dangerous in the wrong kind of way.

He was dangerous—she could see that clearly. There was violence in the way he held himself, coiled and ready. The kind of stillness that came from being prepared to move fast when things went sideways. But there was something else too, something in those hungry eyes that looked almost lost.

"What's your name?" she asked.

"Scrap." He seemed to realize that wasn't enough of an answer. "Tyler. But everyone calls me Scrap."

"Scrap," she repeated. "Like metal?"

"Like the fight." That almost-smile again, self-deprecating. "My brother used to say I was always scrapping with something. Never learned when to back down."

Used to say. Past tense. The way he said it told her the brother wasn't around to say it anymore.

Maggie finally lowered the bookend, setting it on the nearest shelf within reach. "I'm Maggie. But you probably knew that—it's on the sign."

"I knew that." His eyes were moving over the store again, and this time she recognized the pattern. He was checking sight lines, exit points, places where someone could hide. The same assessment she made every time she entered a room.

"You looking for something specific today, Scrap?"

"Next Reacher book. Without Fail, I think it's called."

She knew exactly where it was—she knew where everything in her store was—but she didn't move toward the shelf. Something about the way he was looking around had sharpened her awareness, pulled her attention to details she might otherwise have missed.

"You're not just here for the book," she said.

His eyes came back to her, and for a moment she saw something flash through them. Surprise, maybe. Respect.

"No," he admitted. "I'm not."

The silence stretched between them, charged with something she couldn't name. Maggie's heart was beating faster, but not from fear—or not entirely from fear. There was something else mixed in, something she hadn't felt in a very long time.

"The note in your hand," Scrap said quietly. "The one you keep touching through your apron. It scared you enough to close early, grab a weapon, and check your locks three times before I came in."

Maggie's hand stilled against her pocket. She hadn't realized she'd been touching it.

"I'm a good customer," he continued, his voice still low. "I like this store. I like that you recommend books based on what I've bought before. I like that you don't talk too much or ask too many questions." He paused. "I don't like that somebody's got you scared enough to arm yourself with a bookend."

"It's handled," she said automatically.

"Is it?"

The question hung in the air between them. Maggie thought about the note in her pocket, the two that came before it, the eight months Dean had spent getting angrier and the fourteen men she'd heard he'd recruited to help him do whatever he was planning. She thought about Kenny's blood on her hands and the way he'd laughed when he'd told her that next time, she wouldn't get lucky.

"No," she admitted, surprising herself. "It's not."

Scrap nodded slowly, like she'd just confirmed something he already suspected. His eyes swept the store one more time, cataloguing every window, every shadow, every place where threats could hide.

"Pages and Pines," he said. "Open Tuesday through Saturday, ten to six. Closed Sunday and Monday." He met her gaze and held it. "I'll be back tomorrow."

It wasn't a question. It wasn't a request. It was a statement of fact, delivered with the same quiet certainty as everything else he'd said.

Maggie should have told him to mind his own business. She should have insisted she could handle herself—because she could, she'd proven that. She should have maintained the careful distance she kept between herself and every man who walked through her door.

Instead, she heard herself say, "I open at ten."

Something shifted in his expression, that hunger softening into something almost like determination. He reached for the door, then paused.

"Lock up behind me," he said. "And close your curtains tonight."

He was gone before she could respond, the bell chiming his exit, leaving Maggie alone in her quiet bookstore with a note from her abusive ex-husband and the unsettling realization that for the first time in three years, she'd just told a strange man she wasn't okay.

And he hadn't dismissed her.

He hadn't minimized it.

He'd looked at her like she was something worth protecting, and he'd promised to come back.

Maggie touched the note in her pocket one more time, then moved to lock the door behind him. Through the glass, she watched him mount a motorcycle parked at the curb—she hadn't even noticed it when he'd arrived—and pull into traffic with the easy confidence of someone who lived on two wheels.

A biker. The wiry young man catching up on the books he'd never had as a kid rode with a motorcycle club.

She should be more afraid than she already was. She'd escaped one dangerous man only to attract the attention of another.

But as she flipped the deadbolt and watched his taillights disappear around the corner, Maggie realized that what she felt wasn't fear.

It was the first spark of hope she'd had in weeks.
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Scrap had been a prospect for eleven months, and in that time he'd learned exactly one rule that mattered: don't bring problems to the table. Prospects solved problems. Prospects handled shit so patched brothers didn't have to. Prospects kept their mouths shut and their heads down and proved their worth through action, not words.

He was about to break that rule, and it might cost him everything.

The Ozark Outlaws compound sprawled across what used to be a mountain resort, back before the economy collapsed and the tourists stopped coming. Now it was theirs—converted lodge, member cabins, a garage that could strip a car to parts in under four hours. Scrap had spent eleven months learning every inch of this place, every brother's preferences, every unwritten rule that separated prospects who earned their patch from prospects who disappeared.

He'd never felt more like disappearing than he did right now, walking toward the clubhouse with Maggie Thornton's fear burning a hole in his chest.

Friday night meant church. The brothers were already gathering in the main room, bottles of whiskey making rounds, the rumble of conversation mixing with classic rock from the ancient jukebox. Scrap caught Timber's eye as he came through the door—the big logger giving him a nod that said you're late without any actual criticism behind it.

"Prospect." Reaver's voice cut through the noise, the VP's scarred face splitting into something that wasn't quite a smile. "You look like someone shit in your cereal."

"Need to
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