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Mandy

The baseball bat whistled past Mandy Cross's head, splintering the restaurant's front window behind her. She ducked, rolled left, and came up with her Glock already clearing leather.

"Wrong fucking move, sweetheart." The biggest of the three men grinned, showing gold teeth. He hefted a gas can in one hand, lighter in the other. "Should've minded your own business."

Mandy kept her weapon trained on center mass. Behind the counter, seventy-year-old Maria Santos whimpered in rapid Spanish, clutching a rosary. The smell of gasoline made Mandy's eyes water.

"Drop the can." Her voice carried the authority of eight years Army logistics and two years private security. "Walk away."

Gold Teeth laughed. "Lady, you got three seconds before we torch this place with the old bitch inside."

The second man, skinny with track marks on his arms, circled right with a crowbar. The third, built like a linebacker, moved left carrying bolt cutters. Standard intimidation formation. Sloppy execution.

Mandy shifted her stance, keeping all three in her peripheral vision. These weren't random tweakers. Too coordinated. Too well-armed. This was organized.

"Santos family's behind on payments," Gold Teeth said, flicking the lighter. Blue flame danced. "Protection don't pay for itself."

"Protection from what?" Mandy asked, though she already knew. Protection from them.

"From accidents." The skinny one swung his crowbar at a display case. Glass exploded across the floor. "Terrible things happen to businesses that don't pay up."

Maria's sobs grew louder. Mandy calculated angles, distances, cover positions. The restaurant's narrow layout worked against multiple attackers. She could use that.

"You boys picked the wrong night." Mandy's finger found the trigger guard. "And the wrong witness."

Gold Teeth's grin faltered. "Witness to what? Ain't no crime preventing accidents."

The linebacker rushed first, bolt cutters raised overhead. Mandy put two rounds center mass before he'd taken three steps. He dropped hard, blood pooling beneath the overturned tables.

Skinny swung wild with the crowbar. Mandy ducked under the arc, drove her elbow into his solar plexus, then put her muzzle against his temple.

"Your friend's already paid the price." She pressed the barrel deeper. "Want to join him?"

Gold Teeth still held the gas can and lighter, but his hands shook now. "You don't know who you're fucking with, lady."

"Enlighten me."

"Gerard Hopkins runs this territory. Every business pays. Every family cooperates. That's how things work."

Mandy had heard that name. Small-time wannabe trying to move up. But this level of organization suggested bigger ambitions.

"Hopkins sends boys to threaten old ladies?" She kept her weapon steady on Skinny's head. "That his business model?"

"Hopkins keeps order. Protects people from... complications."

A siren wailed in the distance. Someone had called it in. Mandy needed this wrapped before backup arrived.

"Here's what's going to happen." She grabbed Skinny's collar, hauled him toward the door. "You're going to take your dead friend and deliver a message to Hopkins."

Gold Teeth's eyes darted toward the approaching sirens. "What message?"

"The Santos family's under new protection. My protection." Mandy shoved Skinny into Gold Teeth's arms. "Anyone comes back here gets the same treatment your friend got."

"You can't protect everyone." Gold Teeth backed toward the door, dragging his wounded partner. "Hopkins has resources. Connections. You're just one person."

"Then Hopkins better hope one's enough."

They stumbled out into the night, leaving their dead behind. Mandy holstered her weapon and knelt beside Maria Santos.

"¿Está bien, señora?"

"Sí, sí." Maria's weathered hands clutched Mandy's arm. "Gracias, mija. But they will return. Hopkins always returns."

"Not to you." Mandy helped the old woman to her feet. "I promise."

Through the shattered window, she watched Gold Teeth's car disappear into the darkness. The sirens grew louder, red and blue lights painting the restaurant walls.

This Hopkins had made it personal now. Threatening innocent families. Using fear as currency. Exactly the kind of predator that made her stomach turn.

But something nagged at her. Three armed men for one old woman's restaurant? That level of response suggested either desperation or something bigger at play.

The patrol car pulled up as she was checking Maria for injuries. Two uniforms climbed out, hands resting on their weapons.

"Ma'am, we got reports of shots fired."

Mandy showed them her concealed carry permit and private security license. Professional. Calm. By the book.

The questioning took twenty minutes. Self-defense shooting. Clear justification. The dead man had priors for assault and arson. Open and shut.

But as she gave her statement, Mandy noticed something odd. The younger officer kept checking his phone. The older one seemed more interested in when she might leave town than catching the surviving attackers.

"This Hopkins character," she asked Detective Connelly, the senior officer. "He got other businesses under this kind of pressure?"

Connelly's expression went carefully neutral. "Can't comment on ongoing investigations."

"What investigations? You haven't even asked for descriptions of the other two."

"Like I said, can't comment."

After they left, Mandy helped Maria board up the broken windows with plywood and duct tape. The old woman's hands shook as she tried to nail the boards.

"How long has Hopkins been collecting from you?" Mandy asked.

"Six months. Started small. Twenty dollars a week. Then fifty. Then hundred." Maria's voice cracked. "Last month, two hundred. I cannot pay anymore. The restaurant barely makes enough for food."

"Other businesses paying too?"

"Everyone pays. The bakery, the auto shop, the dry cleaner. Everyone." Maria's eyes filled with tears. "Those who refuse... accidents happen. Fires. Break-ins. Worse."

Mandy felt the familiar burn of injustice in her chest. The same feeling that had driven her to join the Army. That made her volunteer for the most dangerous logistics runs. That brought her into private security when she couldn't stomach the military bureaucracy anymore.

Someone needed to stop Hopkins. And the local cops clearly weren't interested.

As she walked Maria to her car, the old woman pressed something into her hand. A business card, worn soft from handling.

"If Hopkins comes back, call this number. They help people the police won't protect."

Mandy read the card under the streetlight. "Reckoning Custom Cycles" with a Nevada phone number. Below that, in smaller print: "Justice Served Cold."

"What kind of help?" she asked.

But Maria was already driving away, taillights disappearing around the corner.

Mandy pocketed the card and surveyed the damage. One dead predator. Two escaped. An old woman terrorized in her own business. And cops who seemed more interested in protecting Hopkins than his victims.

The mathematics were simple. Hopkins had resources, connections, and fear on his side. She had training, determination, and a concealed carry permit.

Maybe it was time to see what kind of help Reckoning Custom Cycles provided.

"Fucking bring it, Hopkins," she said to the empty street.
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Keyser

Tony "Keyser" Richmond ducked behind the steel workbench as bullets punched through the garage bay doors. Sparks flew from the custom Harley he'd been examining, chrome and steel erupting in a shower of destruction.

"Contact front!" Brick's voice boomed over the gunfire. "Multiple shooters!"

Keyser rolled to his tactical bag, pulled his AR-15, and checked the magazine. Thirty rounds of Federal 223. More than enough for the half-dozen muzzle flashes lighting up the compound's perimeter.

"Tornado, where's my count?" he called into his radio.

"Six confirmed shooters. Two at the front gate, three flanking east, one sniper on the ridge." Tornado's voice crackled through the comm. "Professional spacing. Military weapons."

Not random tweakers. This was coordinated. Expensive. Someone with serious resources wanted the Reckoning Riders dead.

"Bronson, take the ridge. Mad Dog, handle the flankers." Keyser slapped a fresh magazine into his rifle. "Everyone else, suppressing fire on the gate."

The garage erupted in controlled violence. Brick's shotgun boomed like thunder. Django's precision rifle cracked from the office window. Mad Dog's automatic fire chewed apart the fence line where the flankers tried to advance.

Through the chaos, Keyser's mind calculated angles and probabilities. The attackers had chosen their moment perfectly. Tuesday night, when most of the club was handling business in town. When the compound held its weekly cash reconciliation.

Someone knew their schedule. Their security rotations. Their weaknesses.

"Keyser!" Smoke's voice cut through the gunfire. "They're after the money transfer!"

The armored truck from their banking run sat exposed in the main courtyard. Two million in cash from their legitimate businesses, waiting to be secured in the compound's vault.

Enough money to fund a small army. Or bankroll a territorial war.

"Dread, get that truck behind the clubhouse!" Keyser squeezed off three-round bursts at the gate shooters. "Now!"

The VP sprinted across open ground under covering fire, bullets kicking up dirt around his boots. The truck's engine roared to life just as an RPG streaked past the cab, exploding against the workshop wall.

"Jesus Christ!" Django's rifle spoke again. "Sniper's down!"

"Flankers eliminated!" Mad Dog's voice carried satisfaction and cordite smoke.

That left the front gate. Two shooters with serious firepower, dug in behind concrete barriers. Professional positions. Military discipline.

Keyser studied the tactical situation. Direct assault would cost casualties. But the attackers had made one critical error.

They'd brought superior firepower to a chess match.

"Brick, when I give the signal, light up that fence section thirty yards east of their position." Keyser checked his watch. "Three seconds of sustained fire, then cease."

"Copy that."

"Tornado, soon as Brick stops shooting, put surveillance drone over their fallback route."

"Roger."

Keyser counted down silently, then keyed his radio. "Execute."

Brick's automatic shotgun hammered the fence line in a devastating barrage. The shooters instinctively shifted their positions eastward, seeking cover from the apparent assault.

Directly into Tornado's surveillance zone.

"Got them." Tornado's voice was ice-cold professional. "Two targets moving to secondary positions behind the maintenance shed."

"Range?"

"Hundred and fifty meters. Clean shots from the clubhouse roof."

Keyser was already moving, rifle in hand, tactical vest loaded with spare magazines. The clubhouse ladder led to a perfect overwatch position.

Two minutes later, both shooters lay dead in the Nevada dirt.

"All clear!" he called down. "Secure the perimeter!"

The compound settled into tactical silence. Smoke emerged from the office, Dread from the truck, the other brothers from their fighting positions. Everyone moving with the fluid precision of men who'd done this before.

"Casualty report," Keyser demanded.

"Clean sweep," Brick called back. "Not a scratch on any of us."

"Property damage?"

"Three bikes need bodywork. Garage door's fucked. Workshop wall needs patching." Mad Dog surveyed the destruction with professional detachment. "Could've been worse."

Could've been much worse. If they'd hit during Sunday dinner when the old ladies and kids were here. If they'd caught the brothers scattered and unprepared.

"Who's claiming responsibility?" Smoke asked, checking the bodies at the gate.

Keyser studied the tactical setup. The weapons positioning. The coordination timing. Someone had done serious reconnaissance on their operations.

"Professional gear. Military tactics. Expensive ammunition." He turned over one of the rifles. "No serial numbers. Clean weapons."

"Contract killers?" Dread suggested.

"Or someone trying to look like contract killers." Keyser's FBI training kicked in, analyzing the crime scene. "Real professionals don't leave this much evidence. Don't attack hardened targets with insufficient force."

"So who?" Django asked.

Before Keyser could answer, his phone buzzed. Unknown number. Local area code.

"Keyser."

"Hope you
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