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The wrench slipped from Annie Walsh's grease-stained fingers as headlights cut through the darkness outside her garage bay doors. She'd been working on Mrs. Henderson's transmission for three hours straight, trying to squeeze every last dollar from a repair that should have been done days ago. The clock on the wall read 11:47 PM—way past closing time, but bills didn't pay themselves.

The headlights belonged to a black Escalade that rolled to a stop outside Walsh Auto Repair like a wolf sizing up prey. Annie's chest tightened as three men climbed out, their tailored suits looking out of place in her working-class neighborhood. The lead man was tall and thin with slicked-back hair and the kind of smile that never reached his eyes.

"Annie Walsh?" His voice carried the false friendliness of a carnival barker. "I'm Pete Campbell. We need to have a conversation."

Annie straightened, wiping her hands on a shop rag that had seen better days. At twenty-seven, she'd inherited this garage from her father along with his debts, his dreams, and his iron refusal to back down from anyone. "Shop's closed. Come back tomorrow during business hours."

Pete's two companions flanked the garage entrance—thick-necked enforcers who'd clearly done this dance before. They moved with the casual confidence of men used to getting their way through intimidation.

"This won't take long." Pete stepped into her workspace uninvited, his polished shoes clicking against the concrete floor stained with decades of blue-collar sweat. "I represent Frank Russo's financial services company. We help struggling businesses find creative solutions to their cash flow problems."

"I don't need financial services." Annie kept her voice steady despite the way her heart hammered against her ribs. She'd heard whispers about Frank Russo—how his "loans" came with interest rates that could cripple a business, how families who borrowed from him sometimes lost more than money.

Pete chuckled, pulling a manila folder from his jacket. "Your father's shop has been struggling since he passed. Late payments to suppliers, overdue property taxes, equipment that needs replacing." He spread photos across her workbench—surveillance shots of her garage, her apartment, her daily routines. "We've been watching you work yourself to death trying to save this place."

Cold fury replaced fear in Annie's chest. These bastards had been stalking her, documenting her life like she was some kind of mark. "Get out. Now."

"We're here to offer a partnership." Pete's smile widened as he pulled out a contract thick with legal text. "Simple arrangement—you inflate repair bills for certain customers, create invoices for work that doesn't exist, maybe store some equipment for us in your back bay. Clean, easy money that helps everyone."

Annie's hands clenched into fists. "You want me to launder money through fake repairs."

"I want you to survive." Pete's tone turned harder. "Look around, sweetheart. This neighborhood's changing. Corporate chains are moving in, pushing out family operations like yours. You can adapt or get crushed."

"I said no." Annie moved toward the phone mounted on the wall near her tool chest. "Time for you to leave before I call the cops."

Pete laughed—a sound like breaking glass. "Go ahead. Call them. Officer Martinez owes us fifteen grand in gambling debts. Detective Rodriguez's kid goes to private school courtesy of Mr. Russo's generosity. Half the cops in this district understand how business really works."

The words hit Annie like a punch to the gut. If the police were compromised, she had nowhere to turn for help. No protection except her own dogged refusal to give in.

"You're scared," Pete observed, studying her face with calculating interest. "Smart girl. Fear keeps people alive." He pulled out a second set of photos—other local businesses with boarded windows, burned-out shells of shops that had refused cooperation. "These owners thought they could handle things alone too."

Annie's mouth went dry. Morelli's Deli had burned down six months ago. Santos Auto Parts had been vandalized so many times the family finally gave up and moved. She'd assumed it was random crime, bad luck in a rough neighborhood.

"The Martinez family ran that deli for thirty years," Pete continued conversationally. "Determined people. Thought their community loyalty would protect them." He smiled at Annie's horrified expression. "Mr. Russo tried reasoning with them. Offered the same generous partnership we're offering you."

"You're threatening me."

"I'm educating you." Pete leaned against her workbench, making himself comfortable in her space. "This is how business works in the real world. You can fight the current and drown, or swim with it and prosper."

Annie glanced at the detailed list Pete had spread across her workspace—other struggling businesses that had "cooperated" with Russo's operation. Hardware stores, restaurants, repair shops, all forced to participate in money laundering or face destruction. The scope of the criminal network made her head spin.

"I need time to think."

"Of course." Pete's voice dripped false understanding. "Big decision. Life-changing, you might say." He gestured to his enforcers, who stepped closer with practiced intimidation. "But don't take too long. Mr. Russo's patience has limits, and this neighborhood needs to understand what happens to businesses that can't adapt to changing circumstances."

One of the collectors—a guy with arms like tree trunks and dead eyes—picked up a diagnostic scanner worth three thousand dollars. Annie's heart lurched as he examined it with casual interest.

"Valuable equipment," the collector observed. "Shame if something happened to it. Accidents are so common in auto shops. Fires, break-ins, equipment failures." His grip tightened on the scanner. "Insurance never covers the full replacement cost."

"Put it down." Annie's voice came out harder than she'd intended. That scanner represented months of saving, the difference between staying competitive and losing customers to chain stores with better technology.

The collector smiled and set it down gently. For now.

Pete straightened his jacket and gathered his photos. "We'll be in touch soon for your answer. I'm sure a smart businesswoman like yourself will make the right choice." He paused at the garage entrance. "Oh, and Annie? Don't bother running to the FBI or state police. By the time they could move against us, your garage would be ash and your body would be feeding fish in the sound."

The Escalade's engine purred to life, sleek and quiet. Annie watched the taillights disappear into the night, leaving her alone with the smell of motor oil and the taste of fear in her mouth.

Her hands trembled as she locked the garage doors and checked the security system her father had installed. Three deadbolts, reinforced windows, motion sensors—defenses that felt woefully inadequate against the kind of money and corruption Pete represented.

The phone rang, cutting through the silence like a blade. Annie's pulse spiked as she stared at the caller ID: Unknown Number.

She let it go to voicemail.

The message was Pete's voice, calm and conversational: "Just wanted you to know we've been watching your morning routine, Annie. Seven-fifteen AM, you stop at Coastal Coffee. Seven-thirty, you open the shop. Tuesdays and Thursdays, you grocery shop at Henderson's Market. Very predictable schedule. Makes it easy to know where you'll be if we need to continue our conversation."

The line went dead.

Annie sank onto the stool beside her workbench, surrounded by the tools and memories of her father's lifetime of dedicated work. Three generations of Walsh family sweat and determination, and now criminals wanted to use it as a front for money laundering.

She picked up the wrench she'd dropped when Pete arrived, feeling its familiar weight in her palm. Her father had taught her that every problem had a solution if you were willing to work hard enough to find it. But he'd never faced anything like Frank Russo's organization—criminals with enough money to buy cops and enough violence to destroy anyone who stood in their way.

Annie's reflection stared back at her from the chrome surface of a wheel hub, her face pale but resolute. She'd built her life around fixing things that were broken, solving problems that seemed impossible. This was just another kind of mechanical failure—a system corrupted by the wrong kind of pressure.

She just needed to find the right tool for the job.

Outside, a motorcycle engine rumbled past the garage, its deep throb cutting through the night. Annie barely noticed, too focused on the photos Pete had left behind—surveillance shots that proved how thoroughly cornered she'd become.

But the sound lingered, promising something different. Something lethal enough to challenge men like Pete Campbell and Frank Russo.

Something that might be exactly what Annie Walsh needed to save her father's legacy and her own life.
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The Savage Tide clubhouse buzzed with the kind of tension that came before serious business. Steel Owens adjusted his prospect patch on his leather vest and took his place at the back of the room where prospects belonged—seen but not heard unless directly addressed. The worn wooden floors creaked under the weight of fifteen full members settling into their chairs for the monthly territorial meeting.

President Wrecker commanded the head of the long oak table like a king holding court. At forty-two, Marcus Boyer had the kind of presence that made men straighten their spines and choose their words carefully. His hurricane scar caught the light from the overhead fixture as he surveyed the brotherhood with calculating eyes.

"Intelligence reports," Wrecker's voice cut through the low conversations. "Throttle, what are you hearing from the business community?"

Road Captain David Parker stood, his tactical mind evident in the way he organized his notes. "Local shop owners are getting squeezed. Three businesses in the harbor district have closed in the past month—all citing 'financial difficulties' and 'security concerns.'"

Punisher leaned forward in his chair, the Vice President's bulk making the furniture creak. "Security concerns sounds like a fucking euphemism for extortion."

"Gets worse," Throttle continued. "Spoke with Henderson at the market yesterday. Says some financial services company has been making the rounds, offering 'partnerships' to struggling businesses. Owner who refuse are having accidents—equipment failures, break-ins, mysterious fires."

Steel's jaw clenched. He'd grown up watching corporate vultures circle his family's manufacturing business, picking at the bones until there was nothing left but bankruptcy papers and broken dreams. The idea of criminals targeting working families made his blood run cold.

Wrecker's fingers drummed against the table—a sure sign the President was processing information and planning violence. "Anyone got a name on this financial services company?"

"Frank Russo," Dagger spoke up from his position near the wall. The Sergeant at Arms had the kind of quiet voice that made people lean in to listen. "Word on the street is he's expanding from loan sharking into legitimate business partnerships. Using threats and corruption to force shop owners into money laundering schemes."

The temperature in the room seemed to drop ten degrees. Every man present understood what money laundering meant—criminals using honest businesses as fronts for dirty cash, destroying reputations and lives in the process.

Steel's hands curled into fists where they rested on his knees. This was exactly the kind of territorial threat the brotherhood existed to eliminate. Working families deserved protection from predators who saw their struggles as opportunities for exploitation.

Wrecker's gaze swept the room before landing on Steel with laser focus. "Owens, front and center."

Steel rose from his chair, feeling every pair of eyes in the room tracking his movement. Walking to the front of the clubhouse felt like crossing a minefield—one wrong step could blow up his chances of earning his patch. He stopped three feet from Wrecker's chair and waited for orders.

"You've been riding with us for eight months," Wrecker said, his voice carrying the weight of judgment. "Time to prove you understand what this patch means."

Steel's pulse quickened, but he kept his expression neutral. "Yes, sir."

"Frank Russo's operation is targeting our territory and our people. That makes it our problem." Wrecker stood, his presence filling the space between them. "I want you to investigate these business partnerships. Find out who's being threatened, what kind of pressure they're facing, and how deep this corruption goes."

The assignment hit Steel like a lightning bolt. This wasn't just another prospect task—this was real responsibility, the kind that could make or break his chances at full membership. "Understood, sir. Any specific parameters?"

Punisher spoke from his chair, the VP's tactical mind already working through possibilities. "Start with the businesses that are still fighting. The ones that haven't given in yet. They'll be the most willing to talk."

"And the most likely to be targets for escalation," Dagger added grimly. "Russo's people won't like businesses that refuse to play along."

Steel nodded, his blue-collar instincts already identifying the challenge. Shop owners who were resisting criminal pressure would be desperate and scared—but also proud enough to reject help from strangers. He'd need to approach them carefully, prove his intentions through actions rather than words.

Wrecker's eyes never left Steel's face. "This isn't about playing hero, prospect. This is about protecting our territory and the families who call it home. You understand the difference?"

The question carried layers of meaning. Steel wasn't being sent to save individual businesses—he was being tasked with eliminating a threat to the entire community the brotherhood had sworn to protect. The distinction mattered in ways that could determine whether he lived or died.

"I understand, sir. Community protection, not individual rescue."

"Good." Wrecker's approval was barely perceptible, but Steel caught it. "You'll report directly to me every forty-eight hours. Any escalation in threats, any sign that Russo's people are planning something bigger, you call for backup immediately."

Steel felt the weight of responsibility settling on his shoulders like a lead blanket. This was his chance to prove he belonged in the brotherhood—not just as muscle or cannon fodder, but as someone who could be trusted with the safety of innocent families.

Throttle cleared his throat from across the room. "Kid should know what he's walking into. Russo's got connections throughout local law enforcement. Half the cops in the district are either on his payroll or too scared to move against him."

The information sent ice through Steel's veins. Corrupt police meant no backup from official channels, no safety net if things went sideways. He'd be operating in enemy territory with only the brotherhood watching his back.

Demon spoke from the shadows near the bar, his voice carrying the kind of cold certainty that came from extensive killing experience. "Russo's enforcers aren't street thugs. Professional muscle with serious firepower and no qualms about eliminating problems permanently."

Steel absorbed the warning without flinching. He'd known joining the brotherhood meant accepting mortal danger as part of daily life. The prospect patch on his vest was a promise that he was willing to die for the family and territory they protected.

Wrecker studied Steel's face for signs of hesitation or fear. Finding none, he nodded slowly. "Any questions about the assignment?"

Steel's mind raced through tactical considerations—surveillance techniques, approach strategies, backup protocols. But underneath the operational planning, determination burned like forge fire. This was exactly why he'd sought out Savage Tide after losing his family's business. The brotherhood offered what the legal system couldn't—real protection for working families against predators with money and influence.

"No questions, sir. When do I start?"

"Tonight." Wrecker's smile held the promise of violence. "Russo's people operate after dark when honest folks are home with their families. That's when they feel safe making threats and breaking things."

The meeting shifted to other territorial business—drug dealers who needed education about boundaries, developers trying to buy waterfront property through intimidation, the usual predators who mistook the Outer Banks for easy pickings. Steel listened with half his attention while mentally preparing for his assignment.

As the brothers began filing out of the clubhouse, Throttle approached Steel with the measured steps of a man used to tactical planning. "Walk with me, prospect."

They stepped onto the compound's main deck, where the sound of waves against the marina docks provided cover for sensitive conversations. The Road Captain's weathered
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