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The meth dealer's trailer sat at the edge of the veteran housing block like a tumor the neighborhood couldn't cut out. Switchback killed his engine beside Ridgeline and Scree, the mountain air thin and sharp in his lungs at this elevation. Three bikes. Three brothers. One piece of shit who thought selling poison near men who'd already given everything was a business plan.

Ridgeline swung off his bike first, moving with the economy of a man who'd breached a thousand doors and remembered every single one. The Sergeant at Arms didn't waste motion. Didn't waste words. Just pointed at Switchback and then at the trailer's side door.

"Watch it. Nobody comes out that way."

Watch the door.

Stand there like a good little prospect while the real brothers handled business.

Switchback's jaw tightened. His prospect patch felt heavier than his combat infantry badge ever had, and that was saying something considering what the badge cost. He'd earned that metal in mountains that looked exactly like these—same thin air, same pine smell, same ridgelines that could hide a shooter or a friend depending on the day.

He'd watched a door once. In Kunar Province. Watched it for exactly the amount of time it took his squad leader to die on the other side.

"Got it," he said, because that's what prospects said.

Ridgeline and Scree moved toward the front, boots crunching on gravel that hadn't been raked in months. The trailer's windows were covered with tinfoil, and the chemical smell drifting out said the dealer wasn't just selling—he was cooking. Worse than Summit thought. Worse than the tip suggested.

Switchback positioned himself at the side door like he'd been told. Good prospect. Obedient prospect. The kind of prospect who watched and waited and let better men handle the violence.

Inside, something crashed. Glass breaking, maybe a table going over. Ridgeline's voice, low and dangerous: "On the ground. Now."

Then a woman screaming. A back room, from the sound of it—probably a girlfriend or a customer, someone who'd bolt the second she saw an opening.

The side door was that opening.

Switchback's hand closed on the knob.

Watch it, Ridgeline had said. Nobody comes out that way.

But what if somebody came at them from that way? What if there was muscle in the back room, armed and ready, and Ridgeline and Scree were walking into a crossfire because Switchback was standing outside like a bouncer at a club instead of a soldier in a stack?

Ten seconds. He'd watched the door for ten seconds.

Then he went through it.

The side door opened into a hallway that stank of ammonia and burnt plastic, the particular perfume of a meth operation that had been running too long. Switchback moved fast, combat training taking over—clear the corner, check your six, keep moving. The hallway opened into a kitchen where Ridgeline had the dealer face-down on linoleum that might have been white once.

Scree was zip-tying the man's wrists when the bathroom door exploded open.

The pipe caught Switchback across the shoulder before he could turn fully, a length of galvanized steel swung by a guy who'd been hiding behind the shower curtain like this was a slasher movie. Pain detonated through his collarbone, the kind of bright hot agony that said something might be cracked.

Didn't matter.

The guy with the pipe was already swinging again, and Switchback was already inside his reach, too close for the weapon to do damage. First hit took the guy in the throat—not hard enough to crush anything, just hard enough to make him choke and drop his guard. Second hit was a straight right to the temple that bounced his skull off the bathroom doorframe.

The third hit was unnecessary.

So was the fourth.

Switchback's fist kept moving, pile-driving into the man's face with the metronomic precision of a machine that didn't know how to stop. Blood splattered across his knuckles, across the prospect patch on his cut, across the grimy linoleum. The guy was down. The guy was done. The guy was—

A hand closed on Switchback's collar and hauled him backward.

"Enough."

Ridgeline's voice cut through the red haze like a blade through smoke. The Sergeant at Arms was a wall of muscle and scar tissue, and when he said enough, the word carried the weight of eighteen years of combat and eight deployments worth of hard lessons.

Switchback's fist stayed raised for one more heartbeat. Two. Then he let it drop.

The bathroom guy wasn't moving. Breathing, yeah—chest rising and falling in shallow hitches—but not moving. His face looked like raw hamburger.

"He had a pipe," Switchback said. The words came out hoarse, scraped from somewhere deep in his chest.

"I saw." Ridgeline released his collar. "Also saw you go through a door I told you to watch."

"There could have been—"

"There wasn't." Ridgeline's eyes were flint-hard, reading Switchback the way he probably read terrain in Fallujah. "There was one tweaker with a pipe who you handled. Would've handled cleaner if you'd waited for the call."

Scree appeared in the bathroom doorway, the meth dealer secured and groaning in the kitchen behind him. His gaze traveled from Switchback's bloody knuckles to the mess on the floor to the way Switchback was holding his shoulder like it might fall off.

"Prospect work, huh?" Scree shook his head. "Ridgeline said watch the door."

"I watched it."

"For how long?"

Switchback didn't answer. They both knew.

The ride back to the compound took forty minutes through mountain highways that switchbacked up the elevation like the road was trying to shake them loose. Switchback's shoulder screamed every time he leaned into a curve, the pipe hit settling into a deep bone-bruise that would be purple by morning.

He didn't slow down. Didn't favor it. A prospect who couldn't handle pain was a prospect who didn't deserve the patch he was working toward.

Scree pulled alongside him on a straight stretch, close enough that their boots almost touched.

"That reckless shit gets brothers killed."

Switchback kept his eyes on the road. "I know."

"Do you?" Scree's voice carried over the engine rumble, sharp with something that might have been concern or might have been warning. "Because I've seen your type before. Guys who went downrange and came back with something to prove. They charge first, think second, and somebody else pays the price."

"I said I know."

"Then act like it."

Scree dropped back, leaving Switchback alone with the wind and the pain and the word that didn't land the way it should. Reckless. He'd heard it before. From the Army shrink who'd cleared him for discharge. From his mother, the one time he'd called her after getting back. From the voice in his own head, late at night, when he couldn't sleep and couldn't forget.

The compound appeared around the final switchback—a former mountain training facility that the club had converted into home, sitting at seven thousand feet with a view of Pikes Peak that still made Switchback's chest tight even after three months of prospecting. Single access road. Tactical advantages a Special Forces team would appreciate. The kind of place that said we see you coming without saying a word.

He parked his bike in the heated garage, joints stiff from the ride and the fight and the cold mountain air. The other brothers filtered in around him—Ridgeline's Heritage Softail, Scree's blacked-out Street Glide, the row of chrome and leather that represented everything Switchback wanted and hadn't earned yet.

Inside the main building, the great room sprawled warm and loud. Stone fireplace throwing heat. Brothers at the bar, at the pool tables, scattered across leather furniture that had seen better days. The smell of coffee and leather and something cooking in the back that might have been chili.

Summit was in his usual spot—corner booth with a clear sightline to every entrance, because old habits died hard and some never died at all. The President looked up as Ridgeline approached, those operator eyes cataloging everything from the blood on Ridgeline's knuckles to the way Switchback was holding his shoulder.

"Dealer?" Summit asked.

"Handled. Cooking operation, not just selling. Bigger than we thought." Ridgeline slid into the booth across from his President. "Burned the product, left the message."

"Casualties?"

"Dealer's got some bruises. His muscle's got a face that'll take a while to heal."

Summit's gaze shifted to Switchback, who was hovering at the edge of the conversation like a prospect was supposed to. Not sitting until invited. Not speaking unless spoken to. Following the rules even when his blood was still up and his shoulder was throbbing and every instinct said prove yourself, prove you belong, prove you're worth the leather on your back.

"The prospect do that damage?"

Ridgeline glanced back at Switchback. Something flickered across his scarred face—not quite approval, not quite censure. The complicated math of evaluating a man who'd done something right in the wrong way.

"Prospect went through a door I told him to watch. Took a pipe across the shoulder for it. Then put the guy down with his hands." Ridgeline turned back to Summit. "Has hands. Has heart."

"But?"

"No brakes." The words landed heavy in the space between them. "Kid's got combat training up the ass and no idea when to stop using it. He's gonna get himself killed, or he's gonna get a brother killed. Somebody needs to teach him the difference between brave and stupid before it costs."

Summit studied Switchback across the room. The President's face gave nothing away—it never did. Shrapnel scars and an operator beard and eyes that had seen things in mountains across the world that made Colorado look like a vacation.

"You volunteering to teach him?"

Ridgeline snorted. "That's above my pay grade. I enforce discipline. Somebody else shapes it."

Summit nodded slowly. Then he raised his voice, carrying it across the great room without shouting. "Switchback. Get your shoulder looked at. Suture's in the med room."

An order, not a suggestion. The kind of command that didn't leave room for argument.

"Yes, sir." Switchback pushed off the wall he'd been leaning against, shoulder screaming in protest.

He was halfway across the room when Summit spoke again.

"And prospect?"

Switchback turned.

"Next time a brother tells you to watch a door, you watch the door. The whole operation. Not just the ten seconds you feel like waiting."

The words hit harder than the pipe had. Switchback nodded once, sharp, and kept walking.

Behind him, he heard Ridgeline say something low to Summit. Couldn't make out the words, but he could guess the gist. Reckless. No brakes. Going to cost.

He rolled his throbbing shoulder and kept moving toward the med room.

Scree was right. Ridgeline was right. Summit was probably right too, in whatever judgment he was forming behind those unreadable eyes.

Reckless got brothers killed.

He knew it. He believed it. He'd lived it, on a mountain half a world away, watching his squad leader bleed out while Switchback stood there with his weapon up and nobody left to shoot.

The problem was, standing still felt like dying. And Switchback had already done enough of that for one lifetime.
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"And one, two, three—arms up, Lily, there you go—five, six, seven, eight."

Carmen Gregson counted the beat like breathing, her voice steady and warm as eight little girls in pink leotards moved through their positions. Third position. Arms in first. The afternoon light slanted through Elevation Dance Academy's front windows, catching dust motes and the flutter of tiny hands trying to remember where they belonged.

This was her favorite class. Ages six to eight, beginners who still thought ballet was magic instead of muscle memory and blisters. They hadn't learned yet that grace came from pain, that every beautiful line was built on hours of work their bodies would remember long after their minds forgot.

"Beautiful, girls. Now, relevé—up on your toes, nice and slow..."

The front door opened.

Carmen's count didn't falter. Five years of running this studio had taught her the rhythm of interruptions—parents arriving early, delivery drivers with the wrong address, teenagers looking for the yoga studio two doors down.

Three men walked in.

They weren't parents. They weren't lost.

They moved to the wall near the door and stood there, arms crossed, watching. One was young and thick-necked, wearing the kind of cheap gold chain that screamed trying too hard. One was older, soft around the middle, with the bored patience of a man who'd waited in a lot of rooms for a lot of unpleasant conversations. The third was the one who made Carmen's spine straighten—loud in the way he held space, violence radiating off him like heat from asphalt.

He smiled at the children.

Carmen's stomach turned to ice.

"And hold that position, ladies. Perfect. Now, let's practice our révérence—remember, this is how we say thank you at the end of class."

She kept her voice light. Kept her movements fluid. Kept counting the beat even as her heart pounded a counter-rhythm that had nothing to do with music.

The girls curtsied, wobbly and sweet.

"Wonderful work today. Your parents are waiting in the lobby—go get your bags and I'll see you Thursday."

Eight pink leotards filed toward the changing area. Eight sets of ballet slippers shuffling across the marley floor Carmen had installed herself, one panel at a time, because the contractor wanted twice what she could afford. Eight little girls who had no idea that the men against the wall weren't here to sign up for classes.

Carmen waited until the last ponytail disappeared through the door.

Then she crossed to the lobby entrance and locked it.

The loud one laughed. "Now why'd you go and do that?"

"Because this conversation isn't for children." Carmen turned to face them, her dancer's posture pulling her spine straight, shoulders back. She'd stood in front of company directors who could end careers with a word. She'd performed through a torn ligament because understudies didn't get second chances. Three men in bad suits didn't scare her.

Much.

"Smart lady." The older one stepped forward, hands in his pockets like this was casual. Like he dropped by dance studios every day for a chat. "Carmen Gregson, right? Owner of this place?"

"You know who I am, or you wouldn't be here."

"Fair enough." He glanced around the studio—the mirrors, the barre, the framed photos of past recitals lining the walls. "Nice setup. Bet it took a lot of work to build."

"What do you want?"

The loud one shifted against the wall. The quiet one hadn't moved at all, just stood there cataloging exits like he was planning something Carmen didn't want to imagine.

"Your brother," the older one said. "Danny. He owes money to a man named Jake Molina. A lot of money. More than Danny can pay."

Carmen's chest tightened. Danny. Her idiot brother who couldn't stay away from poker games and couldn't admit when he was in over his head and couldn't, apparently, keep his gambling debts from following him to her door.

"Danny's debts are Danny's problem."

"See, that's where you're wrong." The older one smiled, patient and terrible. "Danny's debts are your problem now. Because Danny doesn't have anything worth taking. But you do."

He pulled a folded paper from his jacket pocket and held it out.

"Sign over your lease. Molina needs the back room for storage. You keep running your little dance classes, nobody bothers you, and Danny's debt disappears."

Carmen stared at the paper.

Five years. Five years of rebuilding after the knee injury that ended her career at twenty-five. Five years of renting this converted storefront, teaching classes that barely paid the bills, building something from nothing because dancing was all she knew how to do and if she couldn't perform anymore, she could at least teach.

Elevation Dance Academy wasn't just a business.

It was proof that the injury hadn't won.

"No."

The loud one straightened. "No?"

"I'm not signing anything. And you need to leave my studio."

Silence. The older one exchanged a glance with the loud one—Nando, she thought she heard someone call him outside. The kind of name that stuck to a man who wanted people to remember him for the wrong reasons.

"Lady," Nando said, stepping forward, "you don't understand how this works."

"I understand fine." Carmen held her ground, even as her pulse hammered in her throat. "Three men walk into a children's dance class to threaten a woman into signing over her property. I understand exactly what that makes you."

Nando's face twisted.

The older one raised a hand, stopping him. "We'll give you time to think about it. Talk to your brother. He'll explain how serious this is."

"Get out."

"Twenty-four hours. Then we come back for your answer."

They left the way they came—through the front door, past the lobby where parents were gathering their children, through the parking lot where Carmen could see them climb into a black SUV with tinted windows. The SUV sat there for a long moment, engine running, before pulling away.

Carmen's hands were shaking.

She pressed them flat against her thighs, the way she'd learned to steady herself before performances. Breathe in for four. Hold for four. Out for four. The exercise that had gotten her through auditions and injuries and the morning she woke up knowing her body had ended everything she'd trained her whole life to do.

The lobby door rattled.

"Ms. Gregson?" Lily's mother, peering through the glass. "Is everything okay? The door's locked."

Carmen forced a smile. "Sorry—must have bumped it by accident. Come on in."

She unlocked the door and spent the next twenty minutes smiling at parents, complimenting children, pretending three men hadn't just walked into her studio and tried to take everything she'd built.



The call came at eleven that night.

Carmen was at her apartment, three blocks from the studio, running through the bills she couldn't afford and the options she didn't have. Danny wasn't answering his phone. She'd tried six times since the men left, each call going straight to voicemail.

Danny, call me back. Now.

Danny, I mean it.

Danny, I swear to God, if you don't—

The phone rang in her hand.

Not Danny. Unknown number.

"Ms. Gregson?" A voice she didn't recognize, young and professionally sympathetic. "This is Memorial Hospital. Your brother Daniel was brought in about an hour ago. He listed you as his emergency contact."

The floor dropped out from under her.

"Is he—"

"He's stable, but you should come in. He's asking for you."

She drove to the hospital in a haze, running two yellow lights and barely registering the route. The ER waiting room was fluorescent-bright and half-empty, a Tuesday night that hadn't filled up yet with the usual drunk drivers and domestic disputes. A nurse led her to a bed in the back, curtained off from the others.

Danny looked like someone had used him for practice.

Both eyes swelling shut. Nose that had clearly been broken and roughly set. And his jaw—his jaw was wired shut, metal glinting between lips that were split and crusted with blood.

"Oh, God." Carmen grabbed the bed rail to keep from falling. "Danny. Danny."

He made a sound that might have been her name. His hand lifted from the blanket, reaching for her, and she took it and held on and tried not to think about the small white paper on the studio counter that she'd thrown in the trash.

Twenty-four hours, the older one had said.

It had been less than eight.

"Ma'am?" A doctor appeared at the curtain, tablet in hand. "Your brother has a broken jaw in two places. We've wired it shut—he'll need to stay that way for six to eight weeks while it heals. He also has three cracked ribs and significant soft tissue damage. Do you know what happened?"

Carmen stared at Danny's battered face.

She knew. She knew exactly what happened.

Storage, they'd said. Like her studio was a warehouse. Like five years of sweat and savings and rebuilding from nothing could be signed away on a folded piece of paper.

"No," she said. "I don't."



She drove to the studio at midnight.

The police would tell her later that someone must have used a bat—the damage was too uniform for rocks, too widespread for random vandalism. Every window across the front of Elevation Dance Academy, shattered. Glass scattered across the sidewalk like ice, catching the streetlights and throwing fragments of reflection onto the brick.

Carmen stood on the curb and stared.

The mirrors inside were fine. The floor was fine. The barre she'd mounted herself was untouched. They'd been careful. Precise. A message, not a destruction.

Sign the lease, or next time it's more than windows.

Her phone buzzed. Unknown number, again.

She didn't answer.

Instead, she walked to her car, sat behind the wheel, and let herself shake for exactly one minute. Sixty seconds to fall apart. That was all she could afford.

Then she pulled up her contacts and scrolled to a name she hadn't called in months.

Philip Winters. Father of one of her students. The girl had mentioned once that her daddy rode motorcycles with his friends, and Carmen had nodded and smiled and not thought much of it until now.

Until now, when she was sitting outside her shattered studio with her brother wired shut in a hospital bed and three men who would come back tomorrow for an answer.

She pressed call.

It rang twice.

"Yeah?" A gruff voice
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