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The August sun hammered down on Legacy's shoulders as he backed the club's truck toward the compound's supply shed, sweat running down his spine beneath the leather cut that meant everything and nothing at the same time. Prospect patch. Earning his place. Three years since his father died in a vendor booth two blocks away while Legacy was too damn slow to reach him, and every supply run, every shit job, every "yes, brother" felt like payment on a debt he'd never finish settling.

He killed the engine and climbed out, boots hitting packed dirt that generations of bikers had worn smooth. The compound sprawled before him—converted ranch turned MC headquarters, fifteen miles outside Sturgis with mountain views that made tourists weep and brothers nod with quiet satisfaction. This was sacred ground. Rally territory. The heart of everything his father had loved about August in South Dakota.

"Took you long enough." Torque appeared from the garage complex, grease embedded so deep in his hands it looked permanent, wiping a wrench on a rag that was dirtier than the tool. The enforcer's burn scars caught the light as he squinted at the truck bed. "Tell me you got the brake pads."

"Got everything on the list." Legacy dropped the tailgate. "Plus the custom filters Compass wanted for the charity run."

Torque grunted—high praise from a man who treated motorcycles better than most people treated their children. "Unload it. Church in twenty."

Legacy was already moving, hauling boxes toward the shed with the efficiency of someone who'd learned early that prospects who complained didn't become brothers. His father had taught him that, in a roundabout way. Thirty years selling parts at Sturgis meant thirty years watching men earn patches, watching others wash out, watching the difference between those who understood the life and those who just wanted the leather.

You'll know when you're ready, his old man used to say. The cut finds you. You don't find it.

Three years dead, and Legacy still heard that voice every time he pulled on his prospect patch.

He finished unloading as the compound came alive around him. Brothers emerging from the bunkhouse, from the president's cabin up the hill, from the massive garage where custom bikes lived like royalty. The Black Hills Riders didn't do anything small—not their territory, not their loyalty, not their violence when someone tested them.

Legacy stowed the last box and headed for the clubhouse, nodding to Phantom as the enforcer materialized from somewhere near the tree line. The former sniper moved like smoke, there and then not there, his thousand-yard stare tracking everything without seeming to focus on anything. Legacy had learned early not to startle the man. Some brothers carried their wars closer to the surface than others.

The clubhouse great room smelled like leather and motor oil and decades of brotherhood—rally memorabilia covering every wall, a massive bar that had seen more confessions than any church, furniture built to survive the kind of celebration that followed successful operations. Legacy took his position near the back as brothers filtered in, the hierarchy visible in where men sat without anyone having to say a word.

Rider entered last, because the president always entered last.

Six-two of rancher build and weathered authority, Cole Blackwood had founded this club to protect rally culture from the vultures who wanted to commercialize it into extinction. Third-generation South Dakota native, former rodeo competitor, and the kind of man whose quiet voice carried more weight than other men's shouts. His claimed woman Emma ran a bakery in town, and brothers joked that Rider's most dangerous quality was how fast he'd end someone who threatened her cinnamon rolls.

"Church," Rider said, and the room went silent.

Legacy stood straighter against the wall. Prospects didn't sit at the table. Prospects didn't vote. Prospects watched and learned and proved they understood that brotherhood meant something beyond the patch.

"Rally prep," Rider continued, settling into his chair at the head of the table. "Three weeks out. Compass, where are we on route security?"

The road captain leaned forward, weathered face serious. Dylan Carter knew every curve in these hills, every scenic highway that pilgrims rode like holy ground. "Main routes are locked down. Iron Mountain, Needles, Spearfish Canyon—we've got eyes on all of them. Coordinating with the usual crews for overflow traffic."

"Vendor territory?"

"Same stakes as last year. We handle disputes, they pay respect. No corporate bullshit trying to muscle out the family operations."

Legacy felt that one in his chest. Family operations. His father's booth had been the definition—three decades of the same spot, the same reputation, the same handshake deals that meant more than any contract. When the old man died, Legacy had kept the booth running for one more season before Rider offered him something different. Something that felt like the next chapter of a story his father had started writing.

"Ironside," Rider said. "Security concerns?"

The VP's Marine-hardened face could have been carved from the same granite that made up the Black Hills. Jack Stone had come to Sturgis on leave and never left, trading one brotherhood for another when military politics soured him on the institution that had trained him to kill. "Nothing major. Usual wannabe crews testing boundaries. We reminded a few of them what territory means."

Timber cracked his knuckles—unnecessary punctuation from a man whose Texas-sized bouncer build did most of his communicating. "They needed the reminder."

"What about the Rapid City situation?" Phantom spoke rarely, so when he did, brothers listened. The enforcer's quiet voice cut through the room. "The thing Torque mentioned last week."

Rider's attention shifted. "What thing?"

Torque wiped his hands on that same filthy rag—Legacy suspected the man slept with it. "Nothing confirmed. But I've been hearing chatter from some of the long-term vendors. New operation downtown, running out of a storefront that used to be a copy shop. Lot of truck traffic for a business nobody can identify."

"New legitimate business?" Ironside asked.

"That's the thing." Torque's eyes narrowed. "I know every legitimate operation that's been in this region for more than a year. This doesn't fit. Too much traffic, wrong hours, and the guys coming and going don't look like office workers."

Legacy felt the words before he consciously decided to speak them. "What's the address?"

The table turned toward him—prospect speaking in church, earning himself either respect or a lesson depending on how this landed. Rider's expression gave nothing away.

"Block and a half from Pine Street," Torque said. "Next to some bookshop that's been there forever."

Legacy's memory clicked through thirty years of rally knowledge inherited from his father. Every long-term vendor. Every seasonal operator. Every business that survived the boom-and-bust cycle of existing in a town that exploded to half a million people every August and contracted to seven thousand the rest of the year.

"Pages and Pines," he said. "The bookshop's been there four years. Owner's a woman from Minneapolis who came out for college and stayed. Sells Western history, local authors, that kind of thing. She was a regular customer of my father's—used to buy old motorcycle manuals for her inventory."

The room had gone very quiet.

"The copy shop next door closed eighteen months ago," Legacy continued, because he'd started so he might as well finish proving his value or earning his punishment. "New owners came in about six, seven months back. I noticed the truck traffic too, when I was doing supply runs through that area. Didn't fit the pattern."

Rider studied him with eyes that had seen enough to know when a man was bullshitting and when he was operating from real knowledge. "You know that area."

"I grew up in it." Legacy met the president's gaze, because looking away would be worse than speaking out of turn. "Rally season, off-season, everything in between. My father built relationships with every legitimate business in Rapid City for three decades. I inherited those relationships along with his reputation. And that operation next to the bookshop? It's not legitimate. I'd stake my cut on it."

Silence stretched. Brothers exchanged looks that Legacy couldn't fully read—he was still learning the vocabulary of veteran members, the way entire conversations happened in glances and nods.

"Compass," Rider said finally. "What do we know about new operations in Rapid City?"

"Nothing official." The road captain's frown deepened. "Which means either it's so new it hasn't hit our radar, or it's been deliberately staying under it."

"Neither option makes me happy." Rider's voice carried the quiet weight that made men listen. "We've got territory to protect and rally season coming. I don't like surprises, and I especially don't like surprises that set up shop in our backyard without so much as a handshake."

"Could be nothing," Ironside said. "New business that hasn't figured out how things work around here."

"Could be." Rider didn't sound convinced. "But we don't assume. We verify."

His attention returned to Legacy, and the weight of that focus felt like standing in his father's shadow all over again—the constant pressure of expectations, the need to prove he deserved the legacy he carried in his road name.

"You know the area," Rider said. "You know the legitimate businesses. You know what fits and what doesn't."

"Yes, sir."

"Then you're going to find out what we're dealing with. Assess the situation. Talk to the business owners you know, the ones your father built relationships with. Find out what's happening in that storefront and whether it's a problem we need to handle."

Legacy nodded, his chest tight with something that felt dangerously close to pride. "I'll start tomorrow. The bookshop owner knows me—or knew my father, which is close enough. She'll talk."

"Don't spook anyone," Ironside added. "If this is what it looks like, they'll have eyes out. You're a prospect doing errands, nothing more."

"Understood."

Rider dismissed church with a nod, and brothers rose in the hierarchy's order—president first, then officers, then patch holders, and finally Legacy, who waited because waiting was what prospects did.

But Rider paused at the door, turning back with an expression that Legacy couldn't quite parse.

"Your father was a good man," the president said. "Knew this territory better than some brothers who've had patches for twenty years. He'd have been proud to see you earning yours."

The words hit Legacy somewhere he didn't let people see—the hollow space where his father's voice used to live, now filled with nothing but the memory of running two blocks too slow while a heart attack took everything that mattered.

"I'm trying to be worthy of the name," Legacy said.

Rider's nod carried more weight than any verbal response could have. Then he was gone, and Legacy was alone in the clubhouse with rally memorabilia watching from the walls and his father's expectations settling onto his shoulders like a cut he hadn't earned yet.

Tomorrow he'd go to Rapid City. He'd talk to the bookshop owner, assess the suspicious operation, and report back to church like a proper prospect doing proper prospect work.

But as Legacy walked out into the August heat, something told him this wasn't going to be simple supply runs and routine surveillance.

Something was wrong in his territory.

And he was going to find out what.
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The bell above the door chimed, and Brooke's hands jerked hard enough to send a stack of paperbacks cascading across the floor.

Just a customer. Gray-haired woman in tourist clothes, camera around her neck, the kind of harmless browser who wandered in looking for something "local" to bring home. Not the men who'd been circling her life like wolves for two weeks. Not the ones who'd taken her cat and left a note promising worse.

"Welcome to Pages and Pines," Brooke managed, her voice steadier than her pulse. "Let me know if you need help finding anything."

The woman smiled and drifted toward the regional authors section, oblivious to the way Brooke's fingers shook as she gathered the fallen books. Trembling over a door chime. God, what happened to you?

She knew exactly what happened.

Two weeks ago, she'd been a bookshop owner who slept through the night and didn't flinch at shadows. Then she'd heard noises in the basement at two in the morning—the shared access that connected her building to the former copy shop next door—and made the catastrophic mistake of investigating.

Crates. Dozens of them, stacked in the neighboring basement space that should have been empty. Men moving through the shadows with the efficiency of people who did this regularly. And one of them had looked up, caught her standing in the doorway in her pajamas, and smiled in a way that made her blood turn to ice water.

She'd run. Locked the basement door. Told herself she'd imagined it, that it was nothing, that whatever the new neighbors were doing wasn't her business.

Then she'd made her second catastrophic mistake: she'd asked.

Just a friendly question, she'd thought when she stopped by the storefront the next day. Hey, I heard some noise last night, everything okay? The man behind the counter—forgettable face, business casual clothes, the kind of middle-management energy that made him disappear in crowds—had smiled and assured her everything was fine. Must have been contractors doing some late-night work. Sorry for the disturbance.

Three days later, Hemingway disappeared.

Brooke shelved the fallen paperbacks with mechanical precision, her eyes tracking the street outside her window the way they'd learned to do since her world tilted sideways. The orange tabby had been with her since she'd opened the shop four years ago—a rescue from the shelter who'd claimed the sunny spot by the register as his kingdom. He never wandered. Never left the shop during business hours. And then one morning he was just gone, and she'd spent two days convinced she'd never see him again.

He'd appeared on her doorstep at dawn on the third day, thin and frightened, with a note tucked under his collar in neat handwriting: Forget what you saw. Stop asking questions.

She'd called the police. Of course she had—she wasn't stupid, she wasn't the kind of woman who ignored death threats because she was too proud to ask for help. The officer had been sympathetic and useless in equal measure. No evidence of who took the cat. No way to trace the note. No crime they could actually prove. He'd suggested she install a security camera, maybe vary her routine.

Vary her routine. Like she was being stalked by someone who'd be thrown off by her taking a different route to work.

The tourist purchased a coffee table book on Black Hills wildflowers and left with a cheerful wave. Brooke locked the register drawer and checked the street again—a habit now, the constant surveillance of someone who knew she was being surveilled in return.

The man was there.

Across the street, leaning against a pickup truck that hadn't been parked there an hour ago, watching her shop with a smile that made her skin crawl. Tall, thick through the shoulders, the kind of build that came from work that required muscle. He'd been there yesterday too. And the day before. Always watching. Always smiling like her fear was the most entertaining thing he'd seen all week.

Victor. She'd heard one of the others call him that, two nights ago when she'd been stupid enough to work late and heard them talking in the alley behind her building. Victor, make sure she understands. And then her back door had been broken in the morning—lock shattered, door hanging open, nothing taken because taking things wasn't the point.

The point was making sure she understood exactly how easy it would be to reach her.

Brooke forced herself to look away from the window, to focus on the shelves that needed organizing, the invoices that needed processing, the thousand small tasks that kept a niche bookshop running in a market that wanted to crush independent businesses into dust. Her grandfather had left her the money to open this place, along with a letter telling her to do something that matters. Four years of building something real, something hers, and now she couldn't sleep through the night because every noise might be someone coming to make her disappear.

She hadn't told anyone about the crates. Who would she tell? The police couldn't help with a threatening note about a cat. Her parents were in Minneapolis, worried enough about their daughter living alone in "the middle of nowhere" without knowing that nowhere had turned dangerous. Her friends—what friends? Four years of pouring everything into this shop had left her with customers and acquaintances, not people she could call at two in the morning to say I think I witnessed something illegal and now they're going to kill me.

Hemingway wound between her ankles, and Brooke reached down to scratch behind his ears, grateful beyond words that she'd gotten him back. The vet had found nothing wrong with him beyond dehydration and stress. The note had found a permanent home in her nightstand drawer, evidence of something she couldn't prove to anyone who mattered.

You could run, she thought, not for the first time. Close the shop. Go back to Minneapolis. Let them have whatever they're protecting.

But running meant giving up everything her grandfather had believed she could build. Running meant proving that she was exactly what she looked like—soft, quiet, easily frightened into submission. And some stubborn part of her, the part that had survived four years in a tough market and faced down publishers and landlords who thought the bookshop lady would fold at the first pressure—that part refused to let these men take anything else from her.

So she stayed. Opened the shop every morning with shaking hands. Watched the street through her window and catalogued which days Victor appeared and which days it was someone else. Kept her phone charged and her back door barricaded and her baseball bat behind the counter, as if any of that would matter against men who made people vanish without leaving evidence.

The afternoon dragged in the particular way of slow business days, customers trickling in and out while Brooke pretended to be a normal shop owner instead of a woman counting down to an ending she couldn't prevent. She reorganized the Western Americana section for the third time this week. Dusted shelves that didn't need dusting. Checked and rechecked the lock on the basement door, which she'd reinforced with a deadbolt that wouldn't stop anyone who really wanted through but made her feel slightly less like a sitting target.

At four-thirty, Victor finally left. She watched him drive away in the pickup truck that had been parked across from her shop for six hours, and the relief that washed through her was almost worse than the fear—pathetic, desperate gratitude that her stalker had decided to stalk someone else for the evening.

This isn't sustainable, she thought, leaning against the counter with Hemingway purring in her arms. Something has to break.

The bell above the door chimed again.

Brooke's whole body went rigid, her arms tightening around the cat until he squirmed in protest. But the man who walked in wasn't Victor, wasn't any of the faces she'd memorized from two weeks of being watched. Young—mid-twenties at most, with a wiry build and a face that probably got him carded at every bar in South Dakota. He wore jeans and boots and a leather vest over a plain t-shirt, and something about the way he moved suggested he was more comfortable in his skin than his baby face implied.

He didn't look at her right away. Instead, he wandered toward the local history section like someone who actually cared about what was on the shelves, pulling out a book on Sturgis rally history and flipping through it with what appeared to be genuine interest.

Just a customer. Just a guy who liked motorcycles and regional history and happened to walk into her shop on a day when her nerves were shredded past the point of rational response.

Brooke set Hemingway down and smoothed her cardigan, pushing her reading glasses up her nose with fingers that trembled only slightly. Normal. She needed to act normal. This was a customer, not a threat, and she was a bookshop owner who helped people find books, not a paranoid mess who saw danger in every unfamiliar face.

"Can I help you find anything?" The words came out almost steady.

The young man looked up from his book, and something in his expression shifted—a flicker of concern that didn't match the casual browsing, like he'd noticed something about her that she thought she was hiding. His eyes were sharp for someone with such a young face. Observant in a way that made her feel seen in a manner she hadn't experienced in a long time.

"Just browsing," he said. "You've got an impressive local history section."

"It's a specialty." Brooke managed something approximating a smile. "We focus on Western Americana, regional authors. Things you won't find at the chain stores."

He nodded, returning his attention to the book, and Brooke retreated behind the counter to pretend she wasn't watching him the way she watched everyone who entered her space now. Hemingway settled into his spot by the register, amber eyes tracking the stranger with feline suspicion.

Just a customer, she told herself again.

But something about the way he looked at her—like he was assessing, calculating, seeing past the cardigan and the reading glasses to the terror she was barely holding together—made her wonder if he was something else entirely.

And whether that something else was salvation or just another flavor of danger.
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The bookshop owner was terrified.

Legacy kept his attention on the Sturgis history book in his hands, but every sense he'd developed growing up in rally chaos was focused on the woman behind the counter. The way her fingers trembled when she'd spoken to him. The constant glances toward the street, tracking every car that passed like she expected one of them to stop and deliver something worse than customers. The rigid set of her shoulders beneath that soft cardigan, like she was bracing for an impact that hadn't come yet.

He knew fear. He'd seen it plenty during his years working rally security—the particular flavor of someone who'd crossed a line they couldn't uncross and was waiting for consequences. This woman had that look carved into her bones.

But she was still here. Still opening her shop. Still trying to act normal when normal had clearly left the building weeks ago.

That took guts.

Legacy moved through the local history section with genuine appreciation, pulling books his father would have loved. The old man had been a collector in his spare time—rally memorabilia mostly, but also anything about the Black Hills, the history of the region, the stories behind the roads they rode like holy ground. This shop had the kind of carefully curated selection that came from someone who actually understood their inventory, not just someone stocking whatever the distributors pushed.

The orange tabby by the register watched him with suspicious amber eyes. Cats were good judges of character, in Legacy's experience. This one wasn't hissing, which he took as a point in his favor.

"You've got first editions back here," he said, pulling out a 1962 printing of a Sturgis rally retrospective. "This is worth some money."

The woman—Brooke, his father's old customer, the one who used to buy motorcycle manuals—looked up from whatever she was pretending to organize behind the counter. "I know. I price things fairly, not desperately."

There it was. Backbone under the fear. Most people in her situation would have folded by now, closed up shop, run back to wherever they came from. She was still here, still making wry comments about her business practices, still refusing to break.

Legacy liked her immediately.

"My father would have appreciated that." He carried the book toward the counter, watching her hands clench on the edge of the register. Up close, the signs were worse—dark circles under hazel eyes, the pallor of someone who wasn't sleeping, a fine tremor in her fingers that she couldn't quite control. "He used to buy from you. Motorcycle manuals, mostly. Big guy, gray beard, talked too much about engine specifications?"

Recognition flickered through the fear. "Henry Tanner. He was one of my best customers." Her expression softened for just a moment. "I was sorry to hear he passed. He really loved this area."

"Yeah." Legacy set the book on the counter, letting the silence stretch the way his father had taught him. People fill silence with
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