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Chapter 1: Old School


[image: ]


Ryder "Chaos" Mitchell spread the territorial maps across the scarred wooden table in his private office, the weight of twenty-five years of club history pressing down on his shoulders like a familiar burden. At fifty-one, he was the last surviving founding member of the Chaos Riders MC, and every line on these maps told a story written in blood, loyalty, and strategic expansion that had transformed a group of angry young men into the most feared organization in the Southwest.

The silver streaking through his dark hair caught the late afternoon light filtering through the compound's reinforced windows as he traced established routes with a calloused finger. Phoenix territory was secure, thanks to the medical complex Katie had built and the federal cooperation Skye had negotiated. The mining rights in Red Rock Canyon provided legitimate income and strategic positioning. But something was wrong in the smaller territories, something that itched at his institutional memory like a half-remembered threat.

Ryder pulled out a leather-bound ledger that documented every business under club protection, every arrangement that kept the wheels of their empire turning smoothly. The entries were written in his precise handwriting, each notation a careful record of the delicate balance between legitimate enterprise and outlaw authority. Protection payments from local businesses weren't extortion—they were insurance policies that guaranteed safety in a world where federal law enforcement couldn't reach every corner of their territory.

Except the numbers weren't adding up.

Three tattoo parlors in Devil's Pass had missed payments over the past month. A custom bike shop in Phoenix had requested reduced rates due to "economic pressures." Two bars that had been reliable contributors for years were suddenly claiming they couldn't afford the same level of protection. On the surface, it looked like normal business fluctuation, the kind of temporary setbacks that happened in any economy.

But Ryder hadn't kept the Chaos Riders alive and thriving for over two decades by accepting surface explanations. He opened his laptop and cross-referenced the protection reports with intelligence gathered by Maya's security division. The pattern that emerged made his jaw clench with familiar anger.

Someone was running a parallel extortion scheme in club territory. Someone was demanding payments from businesses already under Chaos protection, creating financial pressure that forced them to reduce their legitimate contributions to the club. Someone was either incredibly stupid or incredibly desperate to challenge their authority so directly.

Ryder reached for his phone and dialed Jake's direct line. The club president answered on the second ring, his voice carrying the alert tension that had become habitual since the Maxwell Defense situation.

"What's the situation, Chaos?" Jake asked, using the road name that connected Ryder to the club's founding mythology.

"We've got territorial problems," Ryder said, leaning back in his chair as he studied the maps. "Someone's shaking down our protected businesses. Three weeks of systematic pressure, hitting the smaller operations hardest."

Jake's curse was low and vicious. "Lords?"

"Has to be." Ryder tapped his pen against the ledger, mind already calculating response strategies. "They're broke, desperate, and stupid enough to think they can rebuild by stealing our income streams."

The Lords of Hellfire had been effectively neutered through the combined efforts of the club and their federal allies, but surviving members had scattered rather than surrendering completely. Like roaches after the lights came on, they were apparently regrouping in the shadows, testing whether the Chaos Riders had grown soft through their expansion into legitimate businesses.

"I want a response that sends a message," Jake said, his voice carrying the cold authority that had made him an effective president. "Nothing that brings federal attention, but something permanent enough to stop this before it spreads."

Ryder nodded, even though Jake couldn't see him. "I'll handle it personally. Sometimes old school methods work better than committee decisions."

"Take backup."

"Don't need it." Ryder stood and moved to the gun safe hidden behind a false panel in his office wall. "This is educational, not warfare."

After ending the call, Ryder selected a .45 from his collection and checked the action with practiced efficiency. The weight of the weapon was as familiar as his own heartbeat, a tool he'd carried since before most of his brothers had learned to ride. He tucked the gun into the shoulder holster beneath his leather jacket and grabbed his keys.

The Harley-Davidson Road King waiting in the compound's garage was a custom build, twenty years of modifications and maintenance that had transformed it into an extension of his own body. The engine turned over with a satisfying rumble that vibrated through his bones as he guided the bike through Devil's Pass toward the address Maya's research had identified as the center of the extortion pattern.

Hart's Ink occupied a corner building in the older section of town, the kind of neighborhood where legitimate businesses struggled to survive between pawn shops and check-cashing services. Ryder parked across the street and studied the tattoo parlor through the gathering dusk, noting the defensive positioning of windows and the clear sight lines from the shop's interior to the street.

Smart layout for someone expecting trouble.

The young woman visible through the front window was bent over a client's arm, her concentration absolute as she worked on what appeared to be an intricate design. Even from a distance, Ryder could see the precision of her movements, the confidence that came from genuine artistic skill rather than the rushed hackwork that characterized most street tattoo operations.

His phone buzzed with a text message: Shop closes at eight. Come alone or the artist gets hurt.

Ryder smiled grimly as he deleted the message. The Lords had apparently learned nothing from their previous encounters with the Chaos Riders. They still thought intimidation and threats were effective tactics against men who had built their reputation on violence and strategic thinking.

At seven-fifty, the last customer left the tattoo parlor. Through the window, Ryder watched the young woman—Hart, presumably—begin cleaning her equipment with methodical care. She moved with the economy of motion that suggested military or martial arts training, her awareness extending beyond her immediate task to include regular glances toward the street.

At eight o'clock precisely, two Lords members emerged from the alley beside the building. Ryder recognized the leather cuts and the arrogant swagger that had once made the rival club a legitimate threat. Now they looked like what they were—survivors playing with tools they no longer understood.

The taller of the two entered the shop while his partner remained outside as lookout. Through the window, Ryder could see the conversation escalating, the Lord's body language becoming increasingly aggressive as the woman maintained her position behind the counter.

Ryder waited until the Lord inside the shop grabbed the woman's wrist before making his move.

He crossed the street with deliberate speed, drawing the lookout's attention away from the interior confrontation. The surviving Lord was young, maybe twenty-five, with the kind of nervous energy that suggested he was more follower than leader.

"Evening," Ryder said pleasantly, his voice carrying just enough threat to make the younger man's hand move instinctively toward his weapon.

"Shop's closed, old man." The Lord tried to inject authority into his voice, but the tremor betrayed his uncertainty.

Ryder smiled, the expression containing no warmth whatsoever. "Good thing I'm not here for a tattoo."

The Lord's hand was halfway to his gun when Ryder moved. Twenty-five years of violence and survival training compressed into a single fluid motion that ended with the younger man unconscious on the sidewalk and Ryder pushing through the shop's front door.

The scene inside was exactly what he'd expected. The second Lord had the woman pressed against the counter, his grip on her wrist tight enough to leave marks. Her dark hair had escaped from its ponytail during the struggle, but her expression remained defiant rather than frightened.

"Let her go," Ryder said quietly, the words carrying absolute authority.

The Lord turned, his face showing recognition and fear as he processed the colors on Ryder's cut. "Chaos Riders," he breathed, releasing the woman's wrist as if it had burned him.

"That's right." Ryder stepped further into the shop, positioning himself between the Lord and the woman. "And you're operating in our territory without permission."

The Lord tried to bluster his way through the confrontation. "We ain't doing nothing wrong. Just collecting what's owed for protection services."

Ryder's laugh was low and dangerous. "Protection from who? The Lords are finished. Your president's in federal prison, your clubhouse is ashes, and your membership wouldn't fill a van." He moved closer, forcing the younger man to back toward the wall. "So tell me exactly what protection you think you're providing."

"The territory's up for grabs now," the Lord said, his voice gaining confidence from desperation. "Everybody knows the Chaos Riders gone soft, playing house with the feds. Time for real outlaws to take control."

The statement hung in the air for a moment before Ryder responded with swift, brutal efficiency. His fist connected with the Lord's solar plexus, driving the air from his lungs and dropping him to his knees. A second blow to the side of his head ensured he wouldn't be getting up anytime soon.

Ryder turned to the woman, noting the way she hadn't flinched during the violence. Her dark eyes assessed him with the kind of wariness that suggested she understood exactly what kind of man had just entered her shop.

"You hurt?" he asked, his voice gentling automatically.

She shook her head, rubbing her wrist where the Lord had gripped her. "Nothing that won't heal." Her voice carried a slight rasp that suggested she'd been shouting before Ryder arrived. "I'm Lily Hart. And you're about twenty years older than I expected a rescue to look like."

Despite the circumstances, Ryder found himself smiling at her directness. "Ryder Mitchell. And I'm not here to rescue anybody—I'm here to solve a territorial problem."

Lily Hart studied him with intelligent eyes that seemed to catalog every detail of his appearance. She was younger than he'd initially thought, probably late twenties, with the kind of understated beauty that came from confidence rather than conventional features. Her clothes were practical—jeans and a tank top that allowed freedom of movement—but her jewelry was carefully chosen, artistic pieces that suggested she understood craftsmanship.

"Territorial problem," she repeated. "So this isn't about helping the poor defenseless woman?"

"Lady, you don't look defenseless to me." Ryder gestured toward the unconscious Lord. "You held your own until I showed up, and I'm betting you've got backup plans these idiots never considered."

She tilted her head, considering his words. "What kind of territorial problem requires beating up extortionists in my shop?"

"The kind where surviving Lords think they can rebuild their organization by stealing from businesses under Chaos Riders protection." Ryder pulled out his phone and took photos of the unconscious Lord, documentation for the club's intelligence files. "How long have they been pressuring you?"

"Three weeks." Lily moved to her workstation and began securing her equipment, her movements suggesting this wasn't the first time she'd had to deal with unwanted visitors. "Started with requests for 'voluntary contributions to community safety.' Got progressively less voluntary."

"What's your arrangement with us?" Ryder asked, though he already knew the answer from his research.

"Don't have one." She met his gaze directly. "My mentor, Marcus Rivera, had an understanding with your club before he died. I inherited the shop six months ago, but nobody ever approached me about continuing the relationship."

Ryder filed that information away for later investigation. Marcus Rivera had been a reliable ally, a former military man who'd provided discrete services to the club in exchange for protection and steady income. His death had apparently created a gap in their territorial coverage that the Lords were exploiting.

"That changes tonight," Ryder said, his tone carrying the weight of absolute certainty. "The Chaos Riders protect our own, and anybody trying to rebuild the Lords is going to learn exactly why that organization failed in the first place."

Lily finished securing her equipment and turned to face him fully. "What does that mean for me?"

Ryder looked around the shop, noting the quality of the artwork on the walls and the professional setup of the workspace. This wasn't some street operation—this was a legitimate business run by someone who understood both artistry and commerce.

"It means you're under club protection now," he said. "It means nobody pressures you for payments except us, and our rates are reasonable. It means if anyone threatens you or your business, they answer to the Chaos Riders." He paused, studying her expression. "It also means you follow club rules and respect club authority."

"And if I don't want that kind of protection?"

Ryder gestured toward the unconscious Lord. "Then you deal with this alone. Your choice."

Lily was quiet for a long moment, her gaze moving between Ryder and the evidence of violence in her shop. When she spoke, her voice was steady and pragmatic.

"What are your rates?"

"Depends on your income and the level of protection required." Ryder pulled out his phone again, this time calling Jake. "But first, we're going to send a message that makes sure the Lords understand exactly what happens when they operate in our territory."

As Jake answered the phone, Ryder continued studying Lily Hart, his experienced eye cataloging details that suggested she was more than just a tattoo artist caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. The precision of her workspace, the quality of her artwork, and the calm way she'd handled the confrontation all indicated someone with skills that might prove valuable to the club beyond simple protection arrangements.

And something about her direct gaze and understated confidence was triggering protective instincts he hadn't felt in years, instincts that had nothing to do with club business and everything to do with the way she moved through her space with unconscious grace.

Ryder had spent decades learning to read people, to identify threats and opportunities with equal precision. Looking at Lily Hart, he saw both—and realized that protecting her might become far more complicated than a simple territorial dispute.

The Lords had made their final mistake when they'd chosen her shop for their extortion attempt. Now it was time to ensure they understood exactly why challenging the Chaos Riders was always a fatal error in judgment.
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Chapter 2: Art Under Pressure
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Lily Hart had always believed that running her own tattoo parlor meant freedom from other people's bullshit, but watching Ryder Mitchell drag an unconscious Lords of Hellfire member out of her shop made her realize how naive that assumption had been. The older biker moved with the kind of controlled violence that suggested decades of experience in situations exactly like this one, and something about his gray eyes told her that tonight's confrontation was just the beginning of complications she'd never anticipated.

The shop felt different with him gone, as if his presence had charged the air with electricity that was only now dissipating. Lily locked the front door and began the familiar routine of closing procedures, but her hands were shaking slightly as she cleaned her tattoo equipment. Not from fear—she'd handled the Lords on her own for three weeks—but from an adrenaline surge that had more to do with the way Ryder had looked at her than the violence he'd delivered with surgical precision.

At twenty-nine, she'd learned to read men quickly and accurately. Her mentor Marcus Rivera had taught her that survival in their world required understanding the difference between protectors and predators, between genuine strength and theatrical posturing. Ryder Mitchell was dangerous in a way that made the Lords look like children playing dress-up, but his danger felt controlled, purposeful, directed outward rather than at her.

Which was exactly the kind of thinking that got women in trouble with motorcycle club members.

Lily finished cleaning her equipment and moved to the back office, where she kept the documents that had been giving her nightmares for the past month. The Lords hadn't just been demanding protection money—they'd been showing her forged papers that supposedly proved their legitimacy, documents that looked official enough to fool casual inspection but contained subtle errors that made her professional instincts scream warnings.

Marcus had taught her more than tattoo artistry during their five-year partnership. His military intelligence background had included extensive training in document analysis, skills he'd passed on during long evenings when business was slow. What had started as intellectual curiosity had evolved into genuine expertise that helped her spot fake IDs and forged permits that other tattoo artists might have accepted without question.

The Lords' papers were sophisticated forgeries, but they contained telltale signs that revealed their fraudulent nature. Paper stock that was almost but not quite correct. Ink that hadn't aged properly. Typography that suggested computer generation rather than official printing. Most importantly, serial numbers that followed patterns rather than the random sequences used by legitimate government agencies.

Lily spread the documents across her desk and photographed each page with her phone, creating a digital record that might prove useful if the situation escalated. The Lords had insisted she keep copies of their "authorization" to operate in the area, apparently believing that official-looking paperwork would legitimize their extortion scheme.

Her phone buzzed with a text from her best friend Sarah: Saw cops outside your shop. Everything okay?

Lily typed back: Handled it. Will call you tomorrow.

She wasn't ready to explain that her territorial dispute had been resolved by a gray-haired biker who looked like he could have stepped out of a Western movie, complete with the kind of quiet authority that made smart people step aside without being asked. Ryder Mitchell was at least twenty years older than her, but something about his measured confidence and understated strength had triggered responses she hadn't felt since her disastrous relationship with an Army sergeant had ended two years ago.

The knock on her back door made her freeze. It was past nine o'clock, and anyone with legitimate business would have used the front entrance during business hours. Lily grabbed the baseball bat she kept behind her desk and approached the door cautiously.

"It's Ryder," came the familiar voice. "We need to talk."

She unlocked the door to find him standing in the alley, his massive motorcycle parked behind her Honda Civic like a predator shadowing its prey. The contrast between their vehicles summed up everything about their different worlds—her practical reliability versus his deliberate intimidation.

"Thought you were finished here," she said, stepping aside to let him enter.

"The Lords were just the beginning." Ryder moved into her office with the careful awareness of someone accustomed to potentially hostile environments. "I need to understand what they were really after before this escalates."

Lily gestured toward the documents spread across her desk. "They weren't just collecting protection money. They were testing their forgery operation."

Ryder's attention immediately focused on the papers, his expression shifting from casual interest to sharp concentration as he examined the documents. "These look official."

"They're supposed to." Lily sat down behind her desk, noting how his presence made the small office feel even smaller. "But they're fake. Very good fakes, but fake nonetheless."

"How can you tell?"

She picked up one of the documents and pointed to specific details. "Paper stock is wrong—this is commercial grade trying to mimic government standards. The ink hasn't aged naturally. Typography uses fonts that weren't available when this document was supposedly issued." She traced a finger along the bottom margin. "Most importantly, the serial number follows a pattern. Real government documents use random sequences specifically to prevent this kind of forgery."

Ryder leaned over her shoulder to examine the document more closely, and Lily caught the scent of leather and engine oil mixed with something distinctly masculine that made her pulse quicken. His proximity was both reassuring and unsettling, creating a tension that had nothing to do with the Lords and everything to do with the way her body was responding to his controlled strength.

"Where did you learn document analysis?" he asked, his voice closer to her ear than strictly necessary.

"My mentor. Marcus Rivera was military intelligence before he became a tattoo artist. He taught me to spot fakes as a survival skill." She forced herself to focus on the papers rather than the
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