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The drunk didn't know he was about to eat floor.

Timber watched him from across the roadhouse, tracking the way the guy's weight shifted, the looseness in his shoulders, the particular glaze in his eyes that said he'd crossed from loud to dangerous about two beers ago. Twenty years of working doors had turned reading crowds into something closer to breathing—automatic, constant, the difference between a quiet night and a hospital run.

The Rusty Spoke was packed for a Saturday, wall-to-wall leather and denim, the jukebox fighting a losing battle against sixty conversations and the crack of pool balls in the back. Rally season was still months away, but the Black Hills drew riders year-round, and tonight the bar held a mix of locals, weekend warriors, and a handful of patch-holders from clubs passing through. Timber had clocked them all when he came on shift—three Devil's Advocates from Minnesota playing darts, a lone Bandido nursing whiskey at the corner booth, and a pack of prospects from some Wyoming outfit he didn't recognize, all eager leather and fresh cuts.

It was one of those prospects causing the problem.

The kid—and he was a kid, maybe twenty-three with a scraggly beard trying too hard to look tough—had been circling Marcy for the past hour. First it was just trying to catch her eye when she brought drinks. Then it was comments Timber couldn't hear but could read in the way Marcy's smile went tight and professional. Now the prospect had his hand on her hip while she tried to deliver shots to table six, and Timber was already moving.

He didn't rush. Rushing created panic, and panic made drunks swing wild. He moved through the crowd like a ship through water, six-four of Texas-sized muscle that people naturally parted for, and by the time he reached the table, his face was calm as a Sunday morning.

"Problem here, Marcy?"

She shot him a look of pure relief. "No problem, Timber. Just making a delivery."

The prospect didn't take his hand off her hip. Up close, Timber could see the Wyoming Reapers patch—not the Iron Reapers causing trouble up north, just some small club running prospects through their paces. The kid had that puffed-up look prospects got when they thought wearing a cut meant they owned the world.

"She's fine," the prospect said. "We're just talking."

Timber kept his voice easy, that Texas drawl rolling out smooth as honey. "Hand off the lady, son."

"Or what?" The kid's chest puffed up another inch. His buddies at the table were watching now, three more prospects with the same hungry look, wanting to see if their boy would back down.

Timber smiled. It wasn't a nice smile. "Or I explain the situation in a way that sticks."

The prospect's hand tightened on Marcy's hip—possessive, proving a point—and that was the wrong choice.

Timber moved. One hand clamped around the kid's wrist, twisting just enough to make fingers go numb and release. The other caught the back of the prospect's neck, and then Timber was steering him toward the door with the kind of controlled force that looked almost gentle if you didn't notice the way the kid's feet were barely touching ground.

"Hey—hey, you can't—my brothers—"

"Your brothers can watch." Timber shouldered through the front door, took the prospect down the three wooden steps, and deposited him on the gravel parking lot with enough force to leave bruises but not enough to break anything. The kid sprawled, scrambled up with rage in his eyes, and Timber planted himself between the prospect and the door like a wall made of bad decisions.

"Here's how this works," Timber said, still calm, still easy. "You touched a woman who didn't want touching. That means you're done for the night. You can ride out peaceful, or I can explain it again, but I promise you won't like my teaching style."

The prospect's fists were clenched. Behind him, his three buddies had spilled out of the bar, watching from the porch with the uncertain look of men trying to calculate odds.

"You know who we are?" the kid spat.

"I know exactly who you are." Timber's voice dropped, all the Texas charm bleeding out until nothing was left but cold. "You're prospects. Which means you don't have a full patch yet, which means your club might not go to war over you getting educated. But mine?" He touched the Black Hills Riders patch on his chest. "Mine definitely goes to war over one of theirs being disrespected. So. You want to find out which club cares more?"

The silence stretched. The prospect's eyes flicked to his buddies, found no backup there, and then the rage leaked out of his shoulders like air from a tire.

"Whatever, man. She wasn't that hot anyway."

Timber didn't move, didn't blink. Just waited until all four prospects were on their bikes and the sound of engines faded down the highway. Then he rolled his shoulders, cracked his neck, and walked back inside.

Marcy met him at the bar with a shot of whiskey he didn't ask for. "Thanks, Timber."

"Just doing the job." He pushed the shot back toward her. "You keep that. I'm still on the clock."

She raised it in his direction and knocked it back, and Timber returned to his post by the door, settling into the particular stillness of a man who could wait all night for trouble to walk in.

The rest of the shift passed without incident. A few more drunks needed cutting off, one near-fight over a pool game that Timber defused with a look before it became a real fight, and around midnight the owner—a leathery old-timer named Crank who'd been running the Rusty Spoke since before Timber moved to the Hills—pressed a wad of cash into his hand.

"You're good people, Timber. Best door man I've had in thirty years."

"Appreciate it."

"Drinks are on me, you ever want 'em."

Timber nodded his thanks and walked out into the cold Black Hills night, the cash already pocketed, his bike waiting in the lot like a faithful dog. He threw a leg over the Harley, kicked it to life, and let the rumble settle into his bones as he pulled onto the highway.

The road unwound beneath him, curves he knew better than his own hands after twenty years in these hills. Pine trees pressed close on either side, the moon turning the asphalt silver, and Timber let his mind drift the way it only could when he was riding.

Twenty years. Twenty years of standing between trouble and people who didn't deserve it. Twenty years of reading crowds, managing chaos, putting down threats before they bloomed into disasters. He was good at it—the best, if he was being honest. Crank wasn't wrong. Every bar owner in Sturgis knew that when things got ugly, you called Timber.

But that was the thing about spending your whole life at the door.

You never went inside.

He'd watched men build families, businesses, futures. He'd protected those things for other people, stood as the wall between what they'd created and what wanted to tear it down. And somewhere along the way, he'd forgotten to build anything of his own.

Or maybe he hadn't forgotten. Maybe he'd just accepted that some men were built for protection, not possession. Some men were the walls, not the houses.

The compound gates appeared ahead, and Timber killed that line of thinking before it could go anywhere useful. He nodded to the prospect on gate duty, rolled his bike into his usual spot, and headed for his cabin without stopping at the main house. He wasn't in the mood for company tonight.

Sleep came hard and left harder, and when morning rolled around, Timber was already up and moving, coffee in hand, by the time the call came for church.



The chapel was standing room only.

Timber took his usual position to the right of Rider's chair, arms crossed, watching the brotherhood file in. Every patched member was present—not a good sign. Full church meant serious business.

Rider waited until the doors were closed and the room was quiet before he spoke. "Got a problem."

No preamble. No warm-up. That was Rider's way—cut straight to the bone.

"Iron Reapers," he continued. "Wyoming club, forty members, been trying to push into our territory for months. We've been watching, waiting to see if they'd get smart and back off." His jaw tightened. "They're not getting smart."

Ironside stepped forward, the VP's hard eyes scanning the room. "Intel says they've got ten men committed to a Sturgis push. They're pressuring local businesses—protection money, intimidation, the usual playbook. Testing our boundaries."

"They know whose territory this is?" someone asked from the back.

"They know." Rider's voice was flat. "They don't care. Their president—guy named Cutter—thinks we're soft. Thinks because we protect the community instead of squeezing it, we won't fight."

A ripple of dark laughter moved through the room. Timber didn't join it. He was thinking about the businesses on that list, the families that depended on them, the community he'd spent twenty years protecting from exactly this kind of predator.

"What's their main target?" he asked.

Rider's expression shifted—something harder, something angry. "Preschool."

The word landed like a gut punch. Around the room, faces went from hard to murderous.

"Explain," Timber said.

"Owner's a woman named Holloway. Runs a daycare out of a converted house on a corner lot in Sturgis—perfect location for a clubhouse if you don't give a damn about the kids inside." Rider's hands flattened on the table. "Iron Reapers want the building. Made her an offer she refused. Now they're escalating. Intimidation, vandalism, showing up during drop-off to scare parents. They've been at it two weeks, and from what we hear, she won't fold."

"Tough lady," Compass said.

"Stupid lady," someone muttered. "Should've sold and run."

Timber turned his head slowly, found the speaker—a younger member named Duke who'd been patched in less than a year. "You think a woman should have to sell her livelihood and abandon the families depending on her because some Wyoming trash wants her building?"

Duke's face went red. "I just meant—"

"I know what you meant." Timber's voice was soft, which made it worse. "Think harder next time."

The room went quiet. Rider let the silence stretch before continuing.

"We can't let this stand. The Reapers take one business, they'll take ten. They get a foothold in Sturgis, they'll push until we have to push back, and by then we'll be fighting for ground we should've held from the start." He looked around the table. "I need someone to assess. Get eyes on the situation, make contact with the Holloway woman, figure out exactly what we're dealing with before we commit."

Timber stepped forward before his brain finished catching up to his body.

"I'll go."

Rider's eyes met his. Something passed between them—understanding, maybe. Recognition.

"You sure? Could be a long operation. Reapers aren't going to back down easy."

"That's why you need your Sergeant at Arms on it." Timber's voice was steady, certain, even as something burned hot beneath his ribs—an old familiar rage that only came when someone threatened the people who couldn't protect themselves. "Protecting locals from outside clubs is exactly why I wear this patch. And something about bikers threatening a daycare..."

He didn't finish the sentence. Didn't have to.

Rider nodded slowly. "Take a couple brothers for backup. Assess, make contact, report back. Don't engage unless you have to."

"Understood."

The meeting moved on to other business—shipment schedules, rally prep, the thousand small details that kept a club running—but Timber wasn't listening anymore. He was thinking about a corner lot in Sturgis. A converted house full of kids. A woman who wouldn't fold.

And the men who thought threatening children was acceptable business.

His hands curled into fists at his sides.

Those men were about to learn different.
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The motorcycles pulled into her parking lot at 7:47 AM, and Grace Holloway's stomach dropped straight through the floor.

She kept her smile locked in place as she waved goodbye to the Hendersons—little Mia clutching her sparkly backpack, Mrs. Henderson's worried eyes darting toward the two men on bikes who made no move to dismount. Just sat there. Engines rumbling. Watching.

"Same time tomorrow, Mia-bug!" Grace called out, her voice bright as sunshine and twice as fake. "We're doing finger painting!"

The little girl's face lit up. Her mother hustled her toward their minivan without looking back.

Grace turned to greet the next arrival, positioning her body between the children streaming through her front door and the leather-clad men in her lot. The Delgado twins tumbled out of their father's truck in a chaos of matching sneakers and competing stories about who got to sit in the front seat. Behind them, the Garcia boy clutched his mother's hand, his big brown eyes fixed on the motorcycles with the particular wariness of a child who'd learned too young that some adults were dangerous.

"Good morning, Mateo!" Grace crouched down to his level, blocking his view. "Guess what? The class fish had babies over the weekend. Want to help me count them?"

His face transformed. "Babies? How many?"

"That's what we need you to figure out, buddy. Think you can handle the mission?"

He nodded solemnly and let her guide him inside, away from the rumble of engines and the weight of watching eyes.

The next forty minutes were controlled chaos. Twelve kids arrived in a hurricane of lunchboxes and permission slips and forgotten homework and one spectacular meltdown when four-year-old Sophie discovered her favorite stuffed elephant had been left at home. Grace moved through it all with the practiced ease of five years running this place—soothing Sophie, redirecting the twins' energy toward the block corner, praising Mateo's fish-counting efforts, keeping her voice steady and her hands busy so no one would notice they wanted to shake.

The Iron Reapers never moved. Just sat in her lot like gargoyles made of leather and chrome, making sure every single parent saw them.

By the time the last car pulled away, Grace's jaw ached from smiling.

She locked the front door, did a headcount—all twelve present and accounted for—and retreated to the kitchen to start morning snack prep. Her assistant Julie was already there, slicing apples with hands that weren't quite steady.

"They're back," Julie said quietly.

"I noticed."

"Grace, this is—we need to call the police. Again."

"And tell them what?" Grace kept her voice low, aware of little ears everywhere. "Two men are sitting in a parking lot? That's not illegal. Looking scary isn't a crime." She pulled the graham crackers from the cupboard. "The cops have already been out three times. They can't do anything unless these guys actually break a law."

"They slashed your tires! They broke your windows!"

"No proof it was them." The words tasted like ash. "That's what the sheriff said. No proof."

Julie's eyes were wet. She was twenty-four, fresh out of early childhood education, and she'd signed up to teach fingerpainting and ABCs, not survive a siege. "Maybe we should just... I mean, if they want the building so bad..."

"No."

The word came out harder than Grace intended. She softened it with a hand on Julie's arm.

"I'm not selling. I'm not running. This is my place, Julie. These are our kids. Their parents depend on us." She glanced toward the main room, where Sophie had finally stopped crying and was now deeply absorbed in stacking blocks. "What happens to them if I close? Half these families can't afford anywhere else. The Martinezes work opposite shifts just so one of them can drop off and the other can pick up. The Hendersons are barely making rent as it is."

"But if something happens—"

"Nothing's going to happen." Grace squeezed her arm, lying through her teeth. "I'll figure this out. I always do."

She carried the snacks out to the kids and let their noise fill her head, drowning out the fear.



Two weeks.

It had been two weeks since the first visit—a man in a leather cut with patches she didn't recognize, offering to buy her building for cash. The price was fair. His smile wasn't.

Grace had said no. Politely at first, then firmly when he came back two days later, then with explicit language she'd learned from four older brothers when he showed up a third time with friends.

That's when the real trouble started.

Slashed tires on her personal van. Every single one, including the spare.

Her front windows—the ones she'd spent two months' profit installing new safety glass in—smashed in the middle of the night.

A dead cat left on her porch. She'd found it at 5 AM, before any parents arrived, and she'd buried it in the backyard with shaking hands while the sun came up and birds sang like the world hadn't just shown her exactly what kind of men she was dealing with.

The showing up during drop-off was new. An escalation. A way to make sure her livelihood bled out slowly as terrified parents pulled their kids and her waiting list evaporated.

The Kowalskis had withdrawn last week. The Nguyens yesterday.

Grace watched her empire crumble, one frightened family at a time, and refused to break.



Naptime was the only peace she got.

Twelve children lay on their mats in the darkened main room, some actually sleeping, others just resting with the grudging acceptance of kids who'd learned fighting naptime was a losing battle. Julie sat in the corner reading a book, one eye always on her charges.

Grace stood at the kitchen window, staring out at the two Iron Reapers who still hadn't moved.

They'd switched riders once, around ten. Shift change, like they were running an actual operation. The new ones were just as still, just as watchful, and Grace found herself cataloging details the way she cataloged classroom supplies—the patches on their cuts, the particular slant of their postures, the way neither of them ever looked at their phones or talked to each other.

They were here to be seen. That was the point.

I could lose everything.

The thought slithered through her defenses while her kids slept, cold and honest and undeniable. Five years of work. Five years of scraping and saving and building something that mattered, something that helped families, something that proved she could create instead of just survive.

Her hands pressed against the counter hard enough to turn her knuckles white.

Four older brothers had taught her plenty of things. How to throw a punch. How to take one. How to look a man in the eye and not flinch no matter how much you wanted to.

But they hadn't taught her how to fight an enemy with unlimited resources and no rules.

The afternoon crawled by. Parents arrived for pickup looking nervous, hurrying their children into cars without lingering to chat the way they usually did. Grace smiled and waved and pretended she didn't see them avoiding her eyes.

By four o'clock, only Sophie was left—her mother was always last, working a restaurant shift that ended at 3:45 and still somehow never getting here before four. Grace let the little girl "help" clean up the block corner, which mostly meant creating new messes that would need cleaning later, and tried not to watch the clock.

The bikes were still there. Patient as predators. Waiting.



The black pickup truck pulled into her lot at 4:23.

Grace's stomach clenched. This wasn't a parent. This was something else.

The man who stepped out was lean and wiry, all coiled energy and sharp angles. He moved like a snake—smooth, economical, dangerous. His cut marked him as VP of whatever club these bastards belonged to, and when he smiled at Grace through the window, she felt her skin crawl.

"Julie." She kept her voice calm. "Take Sophie to the back room. Now."

"Grace—"

"Now."

Julie grabbed Sophie's hand, ignoring the little girl's protests about not finishing her block tower, and disappeared down the hallway. Grace heard the back room door close and lock.

Good.

She stepped onto her front porch before the man could reach her door. No way was she letting him inside her building, anywhere near her kids.

"Miss Holloway." His voice was smooth, almost pleasant. "I'm Razor. Think we have some things to discuss."

"We don't have anything to discuss. I've told your people no. Repeatedly."

"See, that's the thing about no." He climbed her porch steps slowly, deliberately, invading her space one inch at a time. "It doesn't really work when you don't have the leverage to back it up."

Grace held her ground. Four brothers. Minnesota winters. Five years of handling every crisis a preschool could produce.

She didn't step back.

"What I have," she said, "is a building I own, a business I run, and absolutely no interest in selling either. That's all the leverage I need."

Razor laughed—a low, ugly sound. "Lady, you've got no idea what you're dealing with. Cutter wants this building. What Cutter wants, he gets. It's just a question of how much you want to suffer first."

"Is that a threat?"

"It's a fact." He was close now, close enough that she could smell cigarettes and leather and something sour underneath. "You've got one week. Take the offer. Sign the papers. Walk away with cash in your pocket and all your pieces still attached."

Grace's heart hammered against her ribs. "And if I don't?"

Razor's smile widened. His eyes dropped—slow, deliberate—traveling down her body in a way that made her feel stripped naked and nailed to a board.

"Then we take the building another way," he said softly. "And maybe we take a few other things while we're at it."

The implication hit her like ice water.

"Get off my property."

"One week, Miss Holloway." He backed down the steps, still smiling that vile smile. "Clock's ticking. And I really hope you make the smart choice. For your sake."

He climbed back into his truck. The engine roared to life.

Grace stood on her porch and watched him pull away, followed by the two bikes that had spent all day watching her world crumble.

Her hands were shaking. Her whole body was shaking.

But she didn't move until they were gone. Didn't
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