
GEARHEAD’S WAR

OZARK OUTLAWS MC #10

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 photograph was waiting for her like a promise of violence.

Tessa found it propped against the register when she came back from sorting the donation bins—a glossy four-by-six showing her yesterday morning, coffee cup in hand, standing outside the Bean Counter three blocks away. The angle was wrong, too high, like whoever took it had been watching from a second-floor window across the street. Planning. Methodical.

The message scrawled on the back made her hands shake despite three years of rebuilding herself into someone who didn't shake anymore.

Soon, baby. Real soon.

She recognized the handwriting. She'd seen it on birthday cards that came with bruises, on apology notes left beside her hospital bed, on love letters that read like threats because that's exactly what they were.

Kyle was out. Kyle was watching. And Kyle was done waiting.

Tessa set the photo down with careful precision, refusing to crumple it the way her instincts screamed to do. Evidence. She needed evidence, even though three police reports had already vanished into whatever hole Kyle's friends in the department kept digging for her complaints.

Five photos this week. Five different locations. Her apartment, her store, her morning coffee run, her evening walk, her car in the grocery store parking lot. He wanted her to know she was never alone. Never safe. Never beyond his reach.

You testified against me, Tessa. You put me in a cage for four years. Did you really think I'd forget?

She hadn't forgotten either. Hadn't forgotten the way his charm had blinded her to the monster underneath until his fist connected with her face that first time. Hadn't forgotten the slow escalation—the isolation from friends, the financial control, the nights she'd learned to sleep with one eye open because closing both meant waking up to his hands around her throat. Hadn't forgotten the eighteen months it took her to escape, or the testimony that had finally put him away.

Four years. She'd had four years to build a life, to prove she could survive, to become someone other than Kyle Ransom's punching bag.

Now he was back, and the countdown had begun.

Tessa moved through the store with the methodical paranoia that had become second nature. She checked the back room first—behind the rack of vintage coats, inside the bathroom, in the narrow space between the filing cabinet and the wall where someone small could hide. Then the main floor, weaving between displays of secondhand furniture and clothing racks, her eyes scanning every shadow, every corner, every place a man could wait.

Empty. The store was empty.

She approached the front windows and peered through the glass at the street outside. Thursday evening in downtown Branson meant sparse foot traffic—a few tourists heading back to their hotels, locals finishing up shopping before the stores closed. Normal. Peaceful.

Except she could feel them watching. Kyle's men, positioned somewhere in the gathering dusk, tracking her movements with the same deliberate malice that had colored every photo left in her path. She just couldn't see them yet.

The display window reflected her own face back at her—brown eyes too wide, the sharp edges of a jaw she'd learned to clench against screaming, dark hair cropped short because four years ago she'd learned the hard way that long hair was too easy to grab. She looked like what she was: a woman waiting for the blow to land.

No. She straightened her spine, forcing her shoulders back. You survived him once. You'll survive him again.

The bell over the door chimed.

Tessa's hand was under the register and on the grip of her pistol before she'd finished turning around, muscle memory from months of drills making the motion smooth despite her pounding heart. She had the safety off and her finger alongside the trigger guard when she registered who had just walked into her store.

Not Kyle's men. Not the dead-eyed enforcers who'd been circling her life like sharks.

Just the mechanic.

He stopped three steps inside the door, hands going up automatically when he saw the gun. "Whoa. Easy." His voice was calm, steady, like a man who'd learned that sudden movements caused problems. "I'm just here for tools. Saw you were still open."

Tessa didn't lower the weapon immediately. She'd learned the hard way that men who seemed harmless rarely were. "We're closed."

"Your sign says seven. It's six forty-two." He kept his hands visible, palms out, not challenging but not backing down either. "I can come back."

She studied him the way she studied everyone now—cataloging details, assessing threat levels, calculating exit strategies. Five-nine, maybe five-ten, with the dense, compact build of someone who wrestled heavy things for a living. Scarred hands stained with engine grease no amount of scrubbing would remove. Oil under his fingernails. Burn marks on his forearms. A thumb that had healed crooked from some old injury.

He'd been in before. Three, maybe four times over the past few months, always browsing the tools she got from estate sales—old wrenches, vintage socket sets, the mechanical detritus of men who'd worked with their hands before everything went plastic. He never bought much, but he always paid in cash and never made small talk that went anywhere uncomfortable.

She noticed, not for the first time, that his attention went to the merchandise instead of her. Kyle's men always watched her—assessing, calculating, tracking her movements like predators sizing up prey. This one looked at old wrenches like they held secrets worth learning. When he did meet her eyes, there was no hunger in it. No agenda. Just a mild confusion at having a gun pointed at his chest.

Tessa lowered the weapon. "Sorry. I'm a little jumpy tonight."

"Noticed that." He dropped his arms slowly, giving her space she hadn't asked for but desperately needed. "Trouble?"

The question was simple enough. So was the answer—yes, the worst kind, the kind that wears a charming smile and puts you in the hospital and promises to love you while he's breaking your ribs. But she didn't say any of that. Couldn't say any of that to a stranger who probably just wanted to browse her wrenches and get back to whatever motorcycle shop or garage he worked at.

"Nothing I can't handle." The lie tasted bitter on her tongue.

He studied her for a moment, something flickering behind his eyes that might have been concern. Then he shrugged and started toward the tool section like she hadn't just pointed a gun at his chest.

"Mind if I look around anyway? Won't take long."

Tessa should have said no. Should have ushered him out and locked the door and finished her closing routine in the safety of solitude. But something about him—the way he didn't crowd her space, the way he hadn't flinched when she'd drawn on him, the complete absence of the predatory focus she'd learned to recognize in dangerous men—made her hesitate.

"Fifteen minutes," she heard herself say. "I'm locking up at seven."

He nodded without looking back, already absorbed in the collection of old tools she'd arranged on a pegboard against the wall. She watched him run his fingers over a socket set from the fifties, checking the condition with the quiet expertise of someone who knew machinery the way she knew clothing sizes and furniture styles.

Tessa tried to return to her closing routine, but she kept finding herself glancing toward the tool section. Toward him. He moved through the merchandise with unhurried efficiency, picking things up, examining them, setting most of them back down with a care that spoke to respect for the objects if not intent to purchase.

"This ratchet's a '58 Snap-on," he said without turning around. "You've got it priced at five bucks. Should be forty."

She blinked. "Are you trying to talk me into charging you more?"

"Just saying. Someone who knows what they're looking at could rob you blind on this stuff."

"Are you planning to rob me?"

Now he did turn, and something that might have been a smile ghosted across his features. "Engines I understand. People are harder. But I'm pretty sure robbery involves paying less than something's worth, not more."

Despite everything—the photograph burning a hole in her apron pocket, the crawling sensation of being watched, the certainty that Kyle's men were out there in the darkness waiting—Tessa felt her mouth curve upward. An actual smile. She couldn't remember the last time she'd managed one of those without forcing it.

"Fair point." She moved toward him, professional instincts overriding personal paranoia. "What are you looking for? If it's vintage Snap-on, I've got more in the back. Estate sale last month, guy was a mechanic for forty years."

His eyes lit up with genuine interest—not at her, she noticed, but at the promise of old tools. "Yeah? What kind of stuff?"

"No idea. I just bought the lot. Haven't had time to sort through it yet."

She led him to the back room, past the racks of coats she'd just searched, toward the pile of cardboard boxes she'd been meaning to inventory for weeks. He followed at a respectful distance, not closing the gap, not doing anything that triggered her warning systems.

She pulled back the flap on the first box, revealing a jumble of wrenches and sockets and things she couldn't identify. He sucked in a breath like she'd shown him treasure.

"Jesus." He reached past her—carefully, she noticed, making sure not to brush against her—his fingers finding a ratchet that looked ancient. "This is a Blackhawk. These haven't been made since the sixties."

"Is that good?"

He looked at her like she'd asked if water was wet. "It's beautiful."

Tessa watched him sort through the box with reverent attention, his focus absolute, and felt something loosen in her chest. Here was a man completely absorbed in objects he loved, not scheming, not calculating, not watching her with the hungry attention she'd learned to recognize in Kyle's eyes.

The bell over the front door chimed.

Every muscle in her body went rigid. The mechanic noticed immediately, his hands going still over the tools, his head coming up with an alertness that surprised her.

"Expecting someone?" he asked quietly.

"No." She was already moving toward the front, one hand reaching back for the pistol tucked in her waistband. "Stay here."

She stepped through the doorway into the main room and felt her stomach drop.

Two men. Hard faces, dead eyes, the coiled energy of violence barely leashed. She recognized the type—Kyle had surrounded himself with men just like them. Muscle who enjoyed their work too much to be called professionals.

"Store's closed," she said, surprised by how steady her voice came out.

The bigger one smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "We're not here to shop, Tessa." He took a step forward, and his partner moved to flank her, cutting off the path to the front door. "Kyle sent us to deliver a message."

"I got his message." She kept her hand behind her back, fingers closing around the grip of her gun. "Five of them this week. Tell him I'm not impressed."

"See, that's the problem." Another step. He was close enough now that she could smell cigarettes and something sour underneath. "You're not taking this seriously. Kyle thinks maybe you forgot what happens to snitches."

"I remember." Her heart was slamming against her ribs, but her voice stayed flat. "I remember testifying in court about it. That's why he spent four years in prison."

The man's smile vanished. "Mouthy bitch. No wonder he wants to—"

"She said the store's closed."

The voice came from behind her. Low, calm, carrying an edge she hadn't heard from the mechanic before.

Both men's attention shifted to the doorway of the back room, where he stood with a heavy wrench hanging loose in his grip. He looked different now—the easygoing tool-browser gone, replaced by something coiled and ready. His eyes moved between the two men with the quick assessment of someone who'd calculated distances and angles before he'd opened his mouth.

"Walk away," the bigger man said. "This doesn't concern you."

"You're in her store. Threatening her." The mechanic stepped forward, positioning himself between Tessa and Kyle's men. "Concerns me now."

"Do you know who we work for?"

"Don't care."

The bigger man's hand moved toward his waistband, and everything happened at once.

The mechanic closed the distance faster than Tessa would have believed possible—not flashy, just efficient, brutal economy of motion. The wrench came up and caught the first man across the forearm before he could draw, and Tessa heard bone crack. The man screamed and stumbled backward into a display of old lamps, bringing the whole thing crashing down.

The second one rushed in, fists swinging. The mechanic ducked the first punch, stepped inside the second, and drove his elbow into the man's solar plexus hard enough to fold him in half. Then he grabbed a fistful of jacket and threw him—bodily lifted him and sent him crashing through a shelving unit full of old dishes that exploded into ceramic shrapnel.

The first man was trying to get up, cradling his broken arm, reaching for his waistband with his good hand. The mechanic kicked the gun away before he could grab it, then hauled him up by the collar.

"Tell Kyle something for me." His voice was still calm, almost conversational, but his eyes were cold. "She's off-limits. Come back here again, you won't walk out."

He shoved the man toward the door. The second one was already scrambling to his feet, bleeding from a cut on his forehead, desperate to get away from the compact mechanic who'd just dismantled them both in under thirty seconds.

They ran. The bell over the door chimed cheerfully as they fled into the night.

Tessa stood frozen, her gun still in her hand—unfired, useless. She'd been so sure she could handle herself, so confident in the self-defense classes and the range time and the years of preparing for exactly this moment.

And this stranger had stepped in front of her and ended it before she could even clear her weapon.

The mechanic turned to face her, and she saw the shift happen in real-time—the cold, efficient violence draining away, replaced by something almost like embarrassment.

"Sorry about your shelves," he said.

A laugh bubbled up from somewhere in her chest, startling them both. It came out shaky, edged with hysteria, but it was real.

"Who are you?"

He looked down at the wrench still in his hand, then back at her. "Name's Gearhead. I fix things." A pause. "Also break them, apparently."

Tessa stared at him—this quiet mechanic who browsed vintage tools and told her she was underpricing her socket sets and had just put two of Kyle's enforcers through her furniture like they were made of
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