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The bride-to-be flinched for the fourteenth time.

Kendall Hayes kept her voice honeyed and calm even as her stomach twisted into knots. "Perfect, Ashley. Now turn just a little toward Matthew—yes, exactly like that. Beautiful."

It wasn't beautiful. Nothing about this session was beautiful. Ashley Renner's smile had gone brittle twenty minutes ago, and her fiancé Matthew kept cutting nervous glances toward the window like he expected a bullet to come crashing through.

Kendall couldn't blame him. The two men in leather cuts had been parked across the street for almost two hours now, watching through her studio windows with the patience of predators waiting for prey to make a mistake.

She knew those cuts. Highway Reapers. Montana chapter, if the rockers were accurate—not that she'd gotten close enough to read them. She didn't need to. She'd seen enough of that skull-and-scythe patch in the past week to recognize it from fifty feet away.

"Can we maybe move to the back of the studio?" Ashley's voice came out thin. "The lighting's better there, right?"

The lighting was identical. Kendall had designed every inch of Captured Moments to give her options, and right now her only option was pretending two bikers weren't intimidating her clients into photographs she'd be embarrassed to put in her portfolio.

"Of course." She gestured toward the backdrop she'd set up near the storage room. "Let's try some shots over here. More intimate feel."

More importantly, no windows.

Ashley practically dragged Matthew across the studio, her engagement ring catching the overhead lights as she moved. Three carats, princess cut, the kind of ring that came with family money and expectations. Kendall had photographed enough couples to read the dynamics: Ashley came from money, Matthew was proving himself worthy, and neither of them had signed up to have their engagement session crashed by motorcycle club surveillance.

Neither had Kendall. But here they were.

She repositioned the couple against a neutral gray backdrop, adjusting the key light even though it didn't need adjusting. Anything to keep her hands busy. Anything to stop herself from marching outside and demanding those leather-clad assholes leave her business alone.

Stubborn gets you killed, a voice whispered in the back of her mind. It sounded like her mother—practical, midwestern, utterly certain that Kendall's decision to quit corporate marketing and open a photography studio in an oil boomtown was the first step toward disaster.

Maybe Mom had been right. Just not about the reasons.

"Look at each other," Kendall instructed. "Matthew, put your hand on her waist—lower, there you go. Ashley, lean into him like he's the only solid thing in the world."

The pose looked good. The expressions looked terrified.

Kendall snapped the shot anyway, already knowing she'd delete it. This whole session was a wash. Two hours of work she'd never be able to use, two hours of watching her clients grow more uncomfortable while those men sat outside like gargoyles.

The Highway Reapers had given her a week. One week to accept their "offer" on her building—an offer that was roughly half what the property was worth and came with the unspoken promise that refusing would be very, very bad for her health.

Tomorrow made seven days.

She still didn't have a plan beyond no.

"I think we got some great shots," Kendall lied smoothly, lowering her camera. "Why don't we call it for today? I'll send you proofs by Monday."

Relief flooded Ashley's face. "Are you sure? We booked the full session—"

"Consider it a gift. You two should go celebrate your engagement. Get dinner somewhere nice." Somewhere far away from here, she didn't add. Somewhere those men won't follow you.

Matthew was already reaching for his jacket. Smart man. "Thanks, Kendall. We really appreciate it."

She walked them toward the back of the studio, past the editing station and the small bathroom and the storage closet stuffed with backdrops and light stands. The rear exit opened onto an alley that led to the municipal parking lot—she'd been using it exclusively for the past three days, ever since a different pair of Reapers had made a point of blocking her front door until she agreed to "think about" their offer.

"Take a left at the end of the alley," she told the couple. "Parking lot's right there. Your car's the silver BMW?"

Ashley nodded, clutching Matthew's arm like a lifeline.

"Go straight there. Don't look back." Kendall forced a smile. "And congratulations again. You two are going to have a beautiful wedding."

She watched them hurry down the alley, their footsteps echoing off brick walls until they disappeared around the corner. Only when she heard a car engine start did she close the door and throw the deadbolt.

The studio felt different with the lights still blazing and no one in it. Emptier. More vulnerable. Three years she'd poured into this space—every cent from her cashed-out 401k, every weekend spent painting walls and installing equipment, every sleepless night wondering if she'd made the biggest mistake of her life.

Her former coworkers in Minneapolis had given her six months before she came crawling back to her cubicle. Samantha from accounting had started a betting pool. Kendall knew because someone had accidentally CC'd her on the email chain.

She'd proven them all wrong. Built something real in a town full of people chasing oil money and broken dreams. Captured Moments wasn't just a business—it was proof that Kendall Hayes could bet everything on herself and win.

Now a motorcycle club from Montana wanted to take it from her.

She moved through the studio on autopilot, turning off lights and checking locks. The Reapers were still out front—she could see their shadows through the frosted glass of her display window, dark shapes that didn't move, didn't leave, just watched.

A week ago, they'd walked into her studio like they owned it. Three of them, leather and ink and cold eyes, the leader introducing himself as Dane with a smile that never reached his face. They wanted her building. The location was perfect for their "business expansion"—corner lot, multiple exits, basement for storage. They'd done their research.

They'd made her an offer.

She'd said no.

The next day, someone had broken in through the back door and smashed two of her cameras. Twelve thousand dollars in equipment, destroyed while she slept in her apartment three blocks away. The message was clear: reconsider.

She'd said no again.

Then clients started canceling. Phone calls that went nowhere, emails that bounced back undeliverable. She'd lost four bookings in three days, and she knew—knew—the Reapers were behind it somehow. Scaring people off. Isolating her.

Making her understand that no one was coming to help.

The Williston police had taken her report about the break-in with the kind of polite disinterest that said they weren't going to do a damn thing. She'd called twice for updates. No one had called back.

Kendall grabbed her bag from behind the counter and checked her phone. No missed calls. No texts. Just the quiet hum of a device that connected her to absolutely no one who could make this stop.

She could sell. Take their insulting offer and walk away with enough money to start over somewhere else. Phoenix, maybe. Or back to Minneapolis with her tail between her legs, proving everyone right about the stupid photographer who thought she could make it on her own.

The thought made her physically ill.

She'd rather die than become that cautionary tale.

Dramatic, her mother's voice whispered. Always so dramatic, Kendall.

Maybe. But dramatic had gotten her out of that cubicle. Dramatic had built this studio from nothing. Dramatic was the only setting she had left, because reasonable meant surrender, and Kendall Hayes didn't surrender.

She just had no idea how to fight.

The Reapers were still outside when she gathered the courage to peek through the blinds. Two of them, straddling their bikes like they had nowhere else to be, faces hidden behind dark sunglasses despite the overcast sky. One of them caught her looking and raised a hand in a slow, mocking wave.

See you tomorrow, sweetheart. Decision time.

Kendall let the blinds fall and pressed her back against the wall, heart pounding. Tomorrow. She had until tomorrow to figure something out, and her best plan was still just no screamed into the void.

She slipped out the back, locking the door with hands that barely trembled. The alley was empty. The parking lot was half-full of cars that didn't belong to motorcycle club enforcers. Her ten-year-old Subaru sat in its usual spot, dusty and dented and blessedly unvandalized.

Small mercies.

The drive to her apartment took four minutes. She spent all of them checking her rearview mirror, watching for bikes that never appeared. They didn't need to follow her. They already knew where she lived. They'd made that clear on day three, when one of them had casually mentioned her apartment number during a "friendly" visit to remind her that time was running out.

She parked in the building's underground garage and took the stairs instead of the elevator, because the elevator felt like a trap and she couldn't handle small spaces right now. Her apartment was on the third floor—a decent one-bedroom with good light and a view of absolutely nothing interesting. She'd chosen it for the price and the proximity to her studio. Now she wondered if she should have chosen something with better locks.

The door was secure when she reached it. No signs of tampering. She let herself in, dumped her bag on the counter, and stood in the middle of her living room trying to remember how to breathe.

Tomorrow.

She had until tomorrow.

Her laptop sat on the coffee table where she'd left it that morning, still open to the editing software she'd been using to salvage last week's family portraits. She should work. Lose herself in color correction and retouching until the deadline didn't feel like a countdown to disaster.

Instead, she opened her email.

Spam. Newsletter. Invoice from her lighting supplier. Confirmation for a booking next week that would probably cancel once the Reapers got to them.

And one message from an address she didn't recognize. No name, just a string of numbers at a generic domain. Subject line: Nice place. Would be a shame.

Kendall's blood went cold.

She clicked it open with a finger that shook despite her best efforts.

No text. Just an image.

Her apartment building. Shot from across the street, probably this morning based on the light. Her window was circled in red—a crude digital markup that made the message impossible to miss.

We know where you sleep.

We can reach you anytime.

Say yes tomorrow, or find out what happens when you keep saying no.

Kendall stared at the photo until her eyes burned, until the red circle seemed to pulse like a wound, until she couldn't pretend anymore that stubbornness alone was going to save her.

Tomorrow, the Highway Reapers were coming for her answer.

And she had absolutely no idea what she was going to do.
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The photographer was running on fumes and fury.

Triage saw it the second he walked through the door of Captured Moments—the dark circles carved beneath her eyes, the way her shoulders pulled tight when the chime announced his entrance, how she positioned herself behind the counter with a clear line to the back exit. Scared. Exhausted. And too damn stubborn to run.

Something in his chest tightened at the sight of her.

She was smaller than he'd expected from Frontier's briefing. Five-five, maybe, with auburn hair that caught the studio lights and hazel eyes that tracked his every movement like she was memorizing his face for a police lineup. Pretty, in a soft way that made the fear in her expression hit harder. This wasn't a woman built for MC wars. She should have been photographing babies and brides, not staring down a hostile takeover from the Highway Reapers.

"Can I help you?" Her voice came out steady. Practiced. The kind of calm that took effort to maintain.

Triage let the door swing shut behind him and made a show of looking around the studio. Nice space. Clean lines, good equipment, the work of someone who gave a damn about their craft. Photographs lined the walls—families, couples, kids with gap-toothed grins. Normal life, captured and preserved.

The Reapers wanted to turn this place into a clubhouse. Over his dead body.

"Looking to book a session," he said, keeping his voice easy. Unthreatening. "Headshots. Work thing."

Her eyes narrowed slightly, scanning him the way he'd scanned her—cataloging details, looking for the threat. Smart woman. She'd spotted his boots first, then the way his jacket hung to accommodate the weapon at his hip, then the scars on his knuckles when he rested his hands on the counter.

"Headshots." She didn't make it a question. "For what kind of work?"

"Freelance security consulting." The lie rolled off his tongue smooth as whiskey. "Updating my portfolio. Professional image, all that."

She didn't believe him. He could see it in the slight tightening around her mouth, the way her weight shifted toward that back exit. But she pulled out a tablet anyway, swiping through what looked like a booking calendar.

"I have availability tomorrow afternoon. Saturday, two o'clock?"

"Works for me."

"Name?"

He gave her the one on his fake ID. "Sam Carlyle."

She typed it in, and he watched her hands. Steady enough to work, but there was a fine tremor in her fingers that she probably thought she was hiding. She'd been shaking like that for days, he'd bet. Running on adrenaline and caffeine, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

The Reapers had done that to her. Put that fear in her bones while she tried to hold onto something she'd built with her own hands.

Triage wanted to find every one of them and break their fingers.

"That'll be a hundred and fifty for the session," she said, "payment due at—"

The door chime cut her off, and
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