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The grin came first. It always did.

Rampage felt it spread across his face as he rolled his bike to a stop at the edge of the tree line, eyeing the ramshackle compound below. Three vehicles. Four men visible. At least two more inside the main structure, based on the shadows moving behind grimy windows.

Six against one. Maybe seven.

His grin widened.

"You sure about this, brother?" Timber's voice crackled through the burner phone. The Sergeant at Arms had driven him out here in the club's pickup, staying back a quarter mile to provide extraction if needed. "Dealer's got backup. Armed backup. We can wait, bring more—"

"Nah." Rampage killed the engine and swung off his bike, rolling his shoulders. The familiar pop of joints that had healed wrong sent a pleasant shiver down his spine. "I got it."

He didn't wait for Timber's response before pocketing the phone and starting down the slope.

This was what he was good at. What he'd always been good at. Back in his rodeo days, the other cowboys used to call him crazy—said no sane man smiled before climbing onto two thousand pounds of pissed-off bull. They didn't understand. The smile wasn't crazy. The smile was clarity.

Everything got simple when you were about to get hurt.

The first man spotted him when he was fifty yards out. Young guy, maybe twenty-five, with the twitchy energy of someone sampling his own product. He scrambled for the pistol tucked in his waistband.

"Hey! Hey, we got—"

Rampage closed the distance in seconds, moving with the coiled efficiency of a man who'd spent his youth learning to read dangerous animals. The tweaker's gun hand came up too slow, too sloppy. Rampage caught his wrist, twisted, heard the satisfying crack of small bones breaking. The pistol clattered to the dirt.

The scream brought the others running.

Good.

The second man came out the front door with a shotgun. Rampage used the tweaker as a shield, shoving the howling idiot into his buddy's firing line. The shotgun holder hesitated—just a heartbeat, but a heartbeat was all Rampage needed. He was already moving, low and fast, the way you moved when a bull was trying to hook you with its horns.

His fist connected with the shotgun holder's throat. The man went down gurgling.

Two more from around the side of the building. These ones were smarter, keeping their distance, pulling weapons. Rampage grabbed the fallen shotgun, racked it one-handed, and put a blast into the dirt at their feet.

"Next one goes higher," he said, still grinning. "Your call."

They ran.

Disappointing.

The front door banged open again, and there he was—Marcus Teller, the dealer who'd been shorting product for three months and thought he was clever about it. Thought he was smarter than the club that controlled distribution in this territory.

Teller had a chrome-plated Desert Eagle that probably cost more than everything else in this shithole combined. He was pointing it at Rampage's chest with hands that shook like leaves in a thunderstorm.

"You're dead," Teller spat. "You know who I know? You know who protects me?"

Rampage walked toward him. Steady. Unhurried. The shotgun loose at his side.

"You're gonna stop right there, you crazy son of a—"

"You've been shorting us." Rampage kept walking. Twenty feet. Fifteen. "Three months. Skimming product, selling it separate, pocketing the difference."

"I don't know what you're—"

"Thing is, Marcus." Ten feet. The Desert Eagle's barrel was trembling now, Teller's finger white on the trigger. "We don't actually care about the money."

Five feet.

"It's the principle."

Teller pulled the trigger.

Click.

The blood drained from the dealer's face as he stared at his useless weapon. Rampage's grin turned wolfish.

"Phantom stopped by last night. While you were sleeping. Seems your firing pin had an accident." He plucked the Desert Eagle from Teller's nerveless fingers. "Principle, Marcus. We're big on principle."

The beating was efficient. Not prolonged, not cruel—just enough to make a lasting impression. Rampage worked Teller's ribs and kidneys, staying away from the face because dead men couldn't spread the message. When he was done, the dealer was curled in the dirt, gasping, blood bubbling from his split lip.

"Product's in the back room," Teller wheezed. "All of it. Take it. Just—just take it."

"That's the plan." Rampage crouched beside him, expression still loose, almost amused. "Here's how this goes. You stop skimming. You make your deliveries on time. You pay what you owe plus twenty percent for wasting my afternoon." He patted Teller's cheek almost affectionately. "Or I come back. And next time, I won't be smiling."

He collected the product—vacuum-sealed bricks stacked in a duffel bag under a loose floorboard—and walked back to his bike without looking over his shoulder. The compound stayed quiet behind him.

The ride back to the club's compound took forty minutes through Black Hills back roads, pine trees and granite peaks blurring past as his bike ate up the asphalt. Rampage pushed the speed higher than necessary, chasing that feeling—the rush of wind, the vibration of the engine through his bones, the particular freedom that came from having survived another day.

This was what the bulls had given him, once. That perfect focus. That aliveness. He'd chased it on the rodeo circuit for twelve years, collecting broken bones and prize money in roughly equal measure, until his body started failing faster than his sponsors could tolerate. The reconstructed shoulder. The knee that would never bend quite right. The ribs that ached when the weather changed.

But the bike—the bike gave him the same thing without the medical bills. And the club gave him something to do with all that fearlessness that would otherwise just burn him up from the inside.

He pulled into the compound as the afternoon light was going golden, parking his bike in the row outside the main clubhouse. Brothers were gathered around the fire pit, beers in hand, the comfortable buzz of men who'd earned their evening. A few nodded as he passed, respect in their eyes.

They knew where he'd been. What he'd done.

Timber was already back, the pickup parked near the garage. He caught Rampage's eye and raised his beer in silent salute. Message received: handled.

The clubhouse was crowded for a Thursday—brothers drifting in from various corners of the territory, which meant Church was happening tonight. Rampage grabbed a beer from behind the bar and found a spot against the wall, watching the room fill up.

"Heard you had fun today."

He turned to find Compass falling into step beside him. The Road Captain had that knowing look—the one that said he'd already heard three different versions of the story.

"Teller got the message."

"So I heard. Also heard you walked into a six-man compound alone and came out without a scratch."

Rampage shrugged. "Seven. There was a guy in the back bedroom."

"Of course there was." Compass shook his head, but there was no real disapproval in it. "One of these days, brother, your luck's gonna run out."

"Not luck." Rampage took a long pull of his beer. "Timing. Reading the situation. Staying loose." He grinned, showing the gaps where teeth used to be. "Bulls teach you that."

"Bulls don't shoot back."

"Nah. They're worse."

Before Compass could respond, the chapel doors swung open and Rider stepped out. The President's gaze swept the room, finding faces, counting heads. When he spotted Rampage, something flickered in his expression—satisfaction, maybe. Acknowledgment of a job done right.

"Church," Rider called. "Now."

The brothers filed into the chapel, taking their places around the scarred wooden table. Rampage settled into his usual spot—close to the door, where he could be first out if something kicked off. Old habits from the rodeo: always know your exits.

Rider took his seat at the head of the table, Ironside on his right. The VP had that focused look that meant serious business was coming.

"Teller situation is handled," Rider began, nodding toward Rampage. "Clean work. Product recovered, message delivered, no blowback coming."

A murmur of approval around the table. Rampage inclined his head, accepting the acknowledgment without dwelling on it.

"New business." Rider's voice went harder, and the room stilled. "We've been watching Commissioner Boyd Haskell for six months. County official out of Meade County. Corruption operation—bribes from developers, kickbacks from contractors, enforcers on county payroll making problems disappear."

"How disappeared?" Timber asked.

"Three bodies over the past five years. Reporter, contractor, secretary. All ruled accidents. All threatened Haskell's operation before they died." Rider's jaw tightened. "Man thinks he's untouchable. Sheriff's his brother-in-law. Deputies do what they're told."

Rampage straightened slightly. This was more interesting than collection runs.

"Recently, his operation's been expanding pressure on local businesses in our territory." Ironside took over, spreading a map across the table. "Protection payments. Intimidation. Enforcers showing up to remind people who really runs things in Meade County."

"And now there's a complication." Rider tapped a spot on the map—a small town between Rapid City and Sturgis. "Hairdresser named Della Vaughn. Owns a salon called Della's Cut & Color. For months, she's been doing Haskell's wife's hair."

"Let me guess," Phantom said quietly. "Wife talks."

"Wife talks a lot, apparently. Affairs, money problems, family drama—women tell their stylists everything." Rider's expression was grim. "Which means this hairdresser now knows things about Haskell's operation. Bribes. Enforcers. Maybe even those three 'accidents.' And somehow, Haskell found out."

"He's moving on her?" Compass asked.

"Escalating intimidation. Deputies in her parking lot. Messages on her windows. His enforcers making visits." Rider's hands flattened on the table. "She's in our territory. She's a civilian being threatened by a corrupt official who thinks his badge makes him God. That's our business."

The room was quiet. This wasn't the usual club business—not runs or collections or territorial disputes with other MCs. This was something messier. Politics. Corruption. A woman who'd gotten caught in something she never asked for.

"What's the play?" Timber asked.

"First, we assess. Find out exactly what she knows, what Haskell's got planned, how far this goes." Rider's gaze moved around the table. "I need someone to make contact. Feel out the situation. See if she'll accept help or if she's going to be a problem."

Rampage was already leaning forward. "I'll go."

A few brothers exchanged glances. Compass raised an eyebrow.

"Collection runs are one thing," Ironside said carefully. "This is different. She's a civilian. Probably scared. Maybe hostile. Needs someone who can talk as well as fight."

"I can talk." Rampage's grin flashed. "When it matters."

Rider studied him for a long moment. Whatever he saw must have satisfied him, because he nodded slowly. "Alright. Assess the situation. See what she knows, what she needs. If Haskell's people make a move while you're there, handle it. But try not to start a war before we know what we're dealing with."

"Understood."

The meeting moved on to other business—territorial reports, upcoming rally prep, the usual rhythm of club operations. But Rampage was only half-listening, his mind already running ahead to the small town on the map. The hairdresser. The corrupt commissioner. The enforcers who'd never faced anything more dangerous than scared civilians.

Peacetime made him restless. Twitchy. The collection run had been fine—a nice burst of violence to take the edge off—but it wasn't enough. It was never enough. He needed something bigger. Something that would test him. Something that might actually be dangerous.

This Haskell situation sounded like it had potential.

Church ended and the brothers scattered—some to the bar, some to their quarters, some out to the fire pit to enjoy the evening. Rampage stayed behind, studying the map Ironside had left spread across the table.

The salon was in a small town. Three chairs, according to the intel. Eight years of building a business, building a reputation, building trust with clients who shared their secrets. And now all of it threatened because some politician's wife couldn't keep her mouth shut during a haircut.

He traced the route with his finger. An hour's ride, maybe less if he pushed it.

"You sure about this?"

He looked up to find Rider standing in the doorway, arms crossed over his chest.

"Yeah." Rampage straightened. "Why?"

"Because you volunteer for everything dangerous, and one of these days that's going to catch up with you." The President's eyes were assessing. "This isn't a dealer with a busted firing pin. Haskell has resources. Connections. If this goes sideways—"

"Then it goes sideways." Rampage shrugged, that reckless spark lighting his eyes. "I'm not worried."

"That's what worries me."

But Rider didn't tell him no. Didn't assign someone else. Just stood there, studying him with the particular weight of a man who'd seen too many brothers die young and reckless.

"Contact only," Rider said finally. "Assess the situation. Report back. Don't do anything stupid."

Rampage flashed teeth, showing the gaps. "When have I ever done anything stupid?"

"You want that list chronologically or alphabetically?"

He laughed—a real laugh, the kind that came easy when violence was in the air and the road stretched out ahead. "I'll ride out tomorrow. Get a look at the situation, see what we're dealing with."

Rider nodded once, then turned and left.

Alone in the chapel, Rampage looked back at the map. The small town. The salon. The hairdresser who knew too much about the wrong powerful man.

Something in his chest—that restless, hungry thing that never quite went away—finally settled into focus.

This was going to be interesting.
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The message was waiting for her at 6:47 AM, scrawled across her front window in white soap that caught the early morning light like a scar.

KEEP YOUR MOUTH SHUT

Della Vaughn stood on the sidewalk, coffee going cold in her hand, and let herself feel the fear for exactly ten seconds. That was the rule she'd made three weeks ago, when the first warning appeared—a typed note slipped under her door. Ten seconds to acknowledge the terror clawing at her chest. Ten seconds to imagine all the ways Boyd Haskell could destroy her.

Then she got to work.

She unlocked the salon door, grabbed her cleaning supplies from the back room, and was scrubbing the window before the sun fully cleared the hills. The soap came off easy enough—they'd used the cheap stuff, the kind that dissolved with water and elbow grease. Small mercies.

They're getting bolder, she thought, working the squeegee across the glass. The first note had been almost polite. The second one mentioned her stylists by name. Now this, right on her storefront where anyone driving past could see.

Three weeks. Three weeks since Commissioner Boyd Haskell figured out his wife had been spilling secrets during her standing Thursday appointment, and Della's careful, quiet life had started crumbling around her.

The window gleamed by the time she finished, no trace of the threat remaining. She checked her reflection in the glass—honey-blonde hair pinned up in a style she'd change before her first client, warm brown eyes that looked more tired than they should. Thirty-one years old and she'd built something real here. Something that mattered.

Eight years of saving every penny. Eight years of building trust, one client at a time. Eight years of keeping her mouth shut about affairs and addictions and family drama, because a good stylist was also a good priest—you heard the confessions and you took them to your grave.

And now all of it was threatened because Carolyn Haskell couldn't stop talking during a haircut.

Della unlocked the door and stepped inside, breathing in the familiar scent of her salon—chemical sweetness of color treatments, the clean bite of disinfectant, the faint floral of the products she ordered special from a distributor in Sioux Falls. Three chairs, three stations, each one representing a piece of her dream.

Della's Cut & Color. Her name on the sign. Her business. Her life.

She started the opening routine on autopilot—turning on lights, checking the appointment book, making sure the stations were stocked for the day. Her stylists would arrive in an hour. Kendra and Marissa, both good women, both depending on her for their paychecks. They didn't know about the threats. Didn't know about the deputies who'd started parking across the street, watching the salon with flat cop eyes. Didn't know their boss was living on borrowed time.

Better that way. The less they knew, the safer they'd be.

She settled into her chair at station one and stared at her reflection in the mirror. The woman staring back looked composed. Professional. Not at all like someone who'd been averaging four hours of sleep a night, who jumped at shadows, who'd started checking her car for tampering every morning like some paranoid character in a crime movie.

Except it's not paranoia when they're really after you.

Carolyn Haskell had been her client for two years. Pleasant enough woman, if you overlooked the drinking problem and the desperate need for someone to listen. She'd sit in that chair every Thursday afternoon, foils in her hair, wine in her hand—the salon kept a bottle of the good stuff just for her—and she'd talk.

At first it was harmless. Complaints about her husband's long hours, his obsession with work, the way he dismissed her at parties. Standard rich-wife grievances. Della had nodded and made sympathetic noises and done beautiful things with Carolyn's highlights.

Then the complaints got darker.

He has people who handle things for him. Problems. People who ask too many questions. Carolyn's voice, slurring slightly, her third glass of wine catching up with her. There was a reporter a few years back. Kept digging into Boyd's contracts with the county. And then one day—car accident. Boom. No more reporter.

Della had kept her hands steady on the foils. Kept her expression neutral. That was the job—you didn't react, didn't judge, didn't interrupt. You just listened.

The contractors pay him, you know. Every big bid, they kick back a percentage. It's how things work around here. Has been for fifteen years. A bitter laugh. And nobody says anything because Boyd's brother-in-law is the sheriff. Isn't that convenient?

Convenient. That was one word for it.

The secrets had piled up over months. Bribes. Kickbacks. Enforcers on the county payroll who weren't really consultants. A secretary who'd threatened to go to the state police and overdosed a week later. Another "accident."

Della had heard it all. And she'd kept her mouth shut, because that's what you did. You didn't repeat what you heard in the chair. You didn't get involved. You just... knew things, and you buried them deep, and you went on with your life.

But somehow, Boyd had found out.

Maybe Carolyn let something slip. Maybe one of his "consultants" noticed her coming to the salon every week and got suspicious. Maybe Boyd had just decided to tie off every loose end, and Della was a loose end now.

The reasons didn't matter. What mattered was that Commissioner Boyd Haskell, who had buried a reporter and a contractor and a secretary over fifteen years, now had his sights set on a hairdresser who knew too much.

The bell over the door chimed, and Della nearly jumped out of her skin.

"Just me!" Kendra called, breezing in with her gym bag over one shoulder. "You're here early. Everything okay?"

"Fine." Della forced a smile. "Just couldn't sleep. Figured I'd get a head start on inventory."

Kendra accepted the lie easily, heading to the back to change. Why wouldn't she? Della had spent three weeks perfecting the fiction that everything was normal. That the deputies across the street were just doing their jobs. That the canceled appointments were coincidence, not clients scared off by men in suits who'd visited them at home with friendly warnings about keeping certain social connections.

Two clients gone. Mrs. Patterson and Linda Burke, both of them longtime regulars, both of them suddenly "too busy" to keep their standing appointments. Della didn't blame them. If men like Haskell's enforcers showed up at her door with that quiet menace in their eyes, she'd probably run too.

The morning passed in a blur of routine. Clients came and went. Della cut and colored and styled, her hands steady even when her mind was screaming. She made small talk about grandchildren and vacation plans and the weather, all the normal salon chatter that had once felt comforting and now felt like a performance.

By noon, she was exhausted.

She was measuring developer for a color treatment when her phone buzzed. The screen showed a Texas area code, and her heart clenched.

Danny.

She stepped into the back room, away from Kendra's curious eyes, and answered.

"Hey, sis." Her brother's voice was cautious, the way it always was these days. Careful. Like he was testing each word before he let it out. "How's things?"

"Good." The lie came automatically. "Busy. Saturday rush, you know how it is."

"Yeah." A pause. "You sound tired."

"I'm fine, Danny. Just a long week."

"Della." His voice dropped, that particular tone that meant he was seeing through her bullshit. Even after everything—the hospitals, the withdrawal, the years of piecing himself back together—Danny could still read her better than anyone. "What's wrong?"

Everything, she wanted to say. A man who kills people wants me dead because his wife talks too much during haircuts. I haven't slept through the night in three weeks. I'm scared all the time and I can't tell anyone because the only person who would understand is the brother I've spent ten years protecting from exactly this kind of stress.

"Nothing's wrong," she said instead. "I promise. Just business stuff. You know how it gets."

The silence on the other end lasted too long. Danny knew she was lying. He always knew. But he also knew—they both knew—that he couldn't handle the truth. Not the real truth. Not anything that might drag him back to those dark places he'd fought so hard to escape.

"If you need me—"

"I don't." Too sharp. She softened her voice. "I'm fine, Danny. Really. How's the job? They treating you okay?"

She let him talk about his work at the feed store, about his apartment, about the therapist he was finally starting to trust. Normal brother-sister conversation, the kind they'd learned to have after the bad years. After the Texas MC that had recruited him when he was nineteen and idealistic, that had used him up and thrown him away, that had left him broken in a hospital bed while Della sat beside him and promised she would never let anything like that happen again.

Six months of recovery. A year of physical therapy. Two years of night terrors and flinching at engine sounds and the particular emptiness in his eyes when he saw a man in a leather cut.

Danny had wanted to be a veterinarian once. Had talked about nothing else all through high school. Now he worked at a feed store in a small Texas town, taking his meds, seeing his therapist, slowly rebuilding a life that would never look like the one he'd planned.

Because of bikers. Because of men who called themselves brothers and destroyed everything they touched.

"I should let you get back to work," Danny said finally. "But Della—call me if you need anything. Okay? I mean it."

"I will." Another lie. She'd cut off her own arm before she'd drag Danny into this. "Love you."

"Love you too, sis."

The line went dead. Della stood in the back room, phone pressed against her chest, and let herself feel the fear again. Not ten seconds this time. Longer. Until her hands were shaking and her eyes were burning and the weight of everything she was carrying threatened to crush her.

Boyd Haskell had killed three people. At least three—probably more. He had enforcers, deputies, an entire county apparatus designed to make problems disappear. And
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