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The Shovelhead had been dead for six months before it landed on Torque's bench. Now it sat in the compound garage like a patient on life support, gutted and rebuilt and waiting for the moment that would tell him if resurrection was possible.

Torque wiped his hands on a rag already black with grease and studied the carburetor he'd spent three weeks hunting down. Period-correct S&S Super E, the exact piece this 1978 FLH needed to breathe right. Anything else would've been an insult to the machine.

"Alright, sweetheart," he murmured, fitting the carburetor into place with hands that knew this work better than they knew handshakes. "Let's see if you remember how to run."

The garage smelled like motor oil and possibility. Late afternoon sun slanted through the open bay doors, catching dust motes and chrome in equal measure. Outside, the compound sprawled across fifteen acres of converted ranch land—clubhouse, bunkhouse, workshop, the whole operation that made the Black Hills Riders what they were. But in here, in Torque's domain, there was only the bike and the question of whether he'd gotten it right.

He connected the fuel line. Checked the timing one more time, adjusting the points until they gapped exactly where his grandfather would've set them. Three generations of Hayes mechanics lived in his hands, knowledge passed down through Montana winters spent in the family shop while snow piled against the windows and engines came back to life under fluorescent lights.

That shop was closed now. Had been for four years. But the knowledge remained, embedded deeper than the grease stains that never quite washed out of his knuckles.

Torque straddled the Shovelhead and kicked the starter. Once. Twice.

On the third kick, the engine caught.

The rumble that filled the garage was pure 1978—that particular Harley thunder that modern bikes tried to replicate and never quite matched. Torque listened with his whole body, feeling the vibration through the frame, through his boots on the pegs, through hands that rested light on the grips while the engine found its rhythm.

Too fast. The idle was running hot.

He made the adjustment without conscious thought, fingers finding the idle screw and backing it off an eighth turn. The rumble smoothed out, settled into the steady heartbeat of a machine that had spent six months dead and now breathed again.

"There you go." Torque let the bike idle, listening for any hesitation, any knock, any sign that something deeper was wrong. But the Shovelhead ran clean, its resurrection complete. "Knew you had more miles in you."

He killed the engine and sat for a moment in the sudden silence, satisfaction settling into his bones. This was what he lived for—taking something broken and making it whole again. Machines made sense in ways people never did. You diagnosed the problem, applied the solution, and either it worked or it didn't. No mixed signals. No complications. No wondering if you'd done enough.

The crunch of boots on gravel announced company before the shadow fell across the garage floor.

"That the '78 you've been babying?" Timber filled the doorway, six-four of Texas-bred muscle with a broken nose and the particular alertness of a man who'd spent twenty years watching crowds for trouble.

"She's ready." Torque swung off the bike, grabbing a fresh rag. "Runs better than when she rolled off the line."

"Brother's gonna lose his mind." Timber stepped closer, examining the Shovelhead with the appreciation of a man who understood what machines meant in their world. "His old man rode that bike into Sturgis every year until the cancer took him. Been sitting in storage since."

"I know." Torque had taken the job for exactly that reason. Some bikes were just transportation. Others carried history, memory, the weight of rides that would never happen again. This Shovelhead had made the pilgrimage to Sturgis forty-two times. It deserved better than rusting in a storage unit while its owner's son tried to figure out how to let go.

"Church in an hour," Timber said. "Rider wants everyone."

Torque nodded, already thinking about what needed cleaning before he could show his face in the chapel. His jeans were streaked with oil, his black t-shirt sweat-soaked, and he probably smelled like he'd been sleeping in an engine bay. Which, considering how late he'd worked last night, wasn't far from the truth.

"Intel?" he asked.

"Something about Rapid City. New players moving in." Timber's expression darkened, the Sergeant at Arms showing through the conversational surface. "Rider's been getting calls all week."

That was enough to warrant showing up presentable. Torque grabbed a clean shirt from the stack he kept in the shop—learned early that spending half his life covered in grease meant keeping spare clothes everywhere—and headed for the bunkhouse to wash up.

The compound buzzed with its usual late-afternoon energy. Brothers working on bikes in the main lot, prospects handling the grunt work, the smell of something cooking drifting from the clubhouse kitchen. This was home in ways the family shop in Montana had never quite been. There, he'd been the son expected to carry on a legacy. Here, he was just Torque—the mechanic who could diagnose a problem by sound and rebuild anything with an engine.

Simpler. Cleaner. Even if the club's business was anything but.



Church filled the chapel with leather and tension. Twelve brothers around the carved table, cuts bearing the Black Hills Riders patch—a skull crowned with mountain peaks, chrome gleaming beneath. Rider sat at the head, weathered and solid as the granite formations that gave the Hills their name. Ironside to his right, Marine-hard and alert. Compass, Timber, Phantom in their places. Torque took his seat and waited.

"We've got a problem in Rapid City." Rider didn't waste time on preamble. Never did. "Kovac crime family's been expanding into the region. Buying properties, pressuring business owners, setting up shop in territory they don't belong in."

The name meant nothing to Torque, but he caught the way Ironside's jaw tightened. Former military, with connections and knowledge the rest of them didn't share.

"Kovac's a Midwest operation," Ironside said. "Been washing money through legitimate businesses for thirty years. If they're moving into South Dakota, it's not a whim. They're building infrastructure."

"For what?" Compass asked.

"Gambling. Loan sharking. The usual." Ironside's voice carried the flat certainty of a man who'd studied these patterns. "They buy up commercial properties, install front businesses, start bleeding the local economy. By the time anyone notices, they're too embedded to remove without surgery."

Rider nodded. "Had three calls this week from business owners in Rapid City. Insurance problems showing up out of nowhere. Suppliers suddenly unable to deliver. Health inspections that find violations nobody's seen before." He let that sit for a moment. "Sound familiar?"

It did. The playbook of men who destroyed livelihoods as casually as Torque changed oil. Pressure until the target broke, then swoop in and take whatever was left.

"How many properties?" Timber asked.

"At least six confirmed. Probably more." Rider pulled out a map, spread it across the table. Red circles marked locations throughout the Rapid City commercial district. "They're targeting small businesses with long leases. Places that won't fold easy, but will fold eventually if you apply enough pressure."

Torque studied the map. The marked properties formed a rough perimeter around a central block—classic territory establishment. Whoever was running this operation knew exactly what they were doing.

"We moving on them?" The question came from Phantom, quiet as always, his sniper's eyes already calculating angles and distances.

"Not yet." Rider's voice carried the weight of a man who'd learned that patience kept brothers alive. "We don't know enough. How many men they've got. Where the money's coming from. Who's calling the shots locally. I want intel before we commit to action."

Made sense. Charging into a fight without knowing the enemy's strength was how clubs got decimated. The Black Hills Riders had survived this long because Rider thought before he shot.

"Someone needs to get on the ground," Ironside said. "Map their operation. Identify targets. Figure out who we're actually dealing with before we decide how hard to hit them."

Silence around the table. Reconnaissance wasn't glamorous work—no immediate action, no visible results, just watching and waiting and documenting. But it was necessary work, the foundation that everything else would build on.

Torque thought about the Shovelhead in his garage, the satisfaction of bringing it back to life. Thought about the compound, where he'd spent the last three weeks buried in engine rebuilds because that was easier than conversation. Thought about the way he'd started talking to bikes more than brothers, and how that probably meant something he didn't want to examine too closely.

"I'll do it."

The words were out before he'd fully decided to say them. Heads turned. Rider's eyes found his, measuring.

"You sure?" Ironside asked. "Reconnaissance means time off the compound. Probably a week or more of pretending to be someone you're not."

"I can handle it." Torque met the VP's gaze steadily. "I know Rapid City. Worked shops there before I patched in. Still got contacts, people who'll talk to me without wondering why I'm asking."

More than that, though he didn't say it: he needed to get off the compound for a while. Clear his head. Remember that there was a world beyond carburetors and engine timing, even if that world made less sense than the one he'd built in his garage.

Rider studied him for a long moment, then nodded. "Torque handles reconnaissance. Report back in three days with a preliminary assessment. I want to know what we're dealing with before we decide how to deal with it."

"Done."

Church continued—other business, other territory matters, the endless logistics of running an outlaw club in biker mecca—but Torque's mind was already in Rapid City. Mapping routes. Identifying covers. Thinking about which contacts would be most useful, which approaches would draw the least attention.

He'd need a reason to be in the commercial district. Something that explained why a mechanic in an MC cut was wandering past Kovac-owned properties and asking questions. Something normal. Forgettable.

The meeting broke up, brothers scattering to their evening business. Torque headed back to the garage, where the Shovelhead waited in the golden light of sunset, chrome catching fire as the sun dropped toward the Black Hills.

He ran his hand along the fuel tank, feeling the smooth paint job he'd spent three days wet-sanding to perfection. Tomorrow, he'd ride into Rapid City and start mapping a criminal operation. Tonight, he'd make sure this bike was ready to return to its owner.

Resurrection first. War could wait until morning.

His phone buzzed. Text from a brother whose mother had died last week—the funeral was Saturday, and he needed flowers for the service. Something about his mom's favorite arrangements, handled by a specific shop in Rapid City.

Wildflower Designs. Cedar Street.

Torque smiled, the first genuine expression he'd worn all day. Sometimes the universe handed you exactly what you needed, right when you needed it.

He had his cover.
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The smell hit Sophie before she got the back door fully open—that particular sweetness of flowers starting to turn, the perfume of three thousand dollars rotting in the South Dakota heat.

"No." She dropped her bag and ran for the walk-in cooler, already knowing what she'd find. "No, no, no—"

The cooler door hung open an inch, the compressor silent, the interior warm as a summer afternoon. Roses drooped on their stems. Lilies curled brown at the edges. The hydrangeas she'd ordered special for the Dickerson wedding had collapsed into soggy heaps of blue and purple, their petals scattered across shelves that should have been thirty-eight degrees and were now closer to eighty.

Sophie pressed her hand against the compressor. Cold metal, no vibration, no hum of life. She checked the power—plugged in, breaker fine, everything exactly as she'd left it twelve hours ago.

Except someone had been here. Someone had made sure her cooler died in the night while three thousand dollars of inventory slowly suffocated in the dark.

She wanted to scream. She wanted to put her fist through the wall. She wanted to sit down on the floor of her ruined cooler and cry until she didn't have any tears left.

Instead, she pulled out her phone and started making calls.

This was the third "accident" in four weeks. First, her delivery van—all four tires slashed in her own parking lot, discovered fifteen minutes before a funeral delivery that she'd had to make in her personal car with arrangements crammed into every available inch. Then the break-in that hadn't taken anything valuable, just destroyed her front window displays and scattered soil across the showroom floor like a warning.

Now this.

Two months of fighting her new landlords, and they were escalating.

"Mrs. Dickerson, this is Sophie from Wildflower Designs." She kept her voice steady through sheer force of will. "I'm so sorry, but I need to discuss your wedding flowers. There's been a situation with my cooler, and I want to make sure we have time to—"

The conversation that followed was painful. Rescheduled consultation. Promises to source replacement inventory. A discount she couldn't afford to offer but couldn't afford not to. By the time she hung up, her hand was shaking and she had six more calls to make.

Her employees found her two hours later, surrounded by buckets of salvaged flowers and the ruins of everything else.

"Oh my God." Lily—twenty-two, part-time, working her way through design school—stopped in the doorway. "Sophie, what happened?"

"Cooler died overnight." Sophie kept her voice light, easy, nothing-to-worry-about. "Electrical issue, probably. I've got calls in to repair services."

She didn't mention that three different electricians had looked at her wiring in the past month, all finding nothing wrong. Didn't mention the anonymous tip to the health department last week, or the supplier who'd suddenly stopped returning her calls, or the way her insurance premiums had doubled without explanation.

"What can I do?" Lily asked.

"Help me sort what's salvageable. Anything that's still holding shape goes in the backup cooler. Everything else—" Sophie gestured at the pile of ruined flowers she'd accumulated. "Compost."

They worked through the morning, the three of them—Sophie, Lily, and Thomas, her other part-timer, a florist with thirty years of experience who'd come out of retirement because he liked working with someone who "actually gave a damn about the flowers." He didn't ask questions about the cooler. He'd been in the business long enough to recognize sabotage when he saw it.

By noon, Sophie had salvaged maybe eight hundred dollars of inventory and lost the rest. Her backup cooler hummed along valiantly, stuffed beyond capacity with everything that might survive another day. The front of the shop stayed open because closing meant admitting defeat, and she'd eat glass before she gave whoever was doing this the satisfaction.

A customer came in around two—regular client, older woman whose husband had loved yellow roses. Sophie helped her select an arrangement for his grave, remembering the details she'd stored away over four years of building this business. Mr. Patterson had proposed with yellow roses. Brought them home every anniversary. The funeral had been eighteen months ago, and his widow still came in once a month to keep fresh flowers on his headstone.

"You look tired, dear," Mrs. Patterson said as Sophie wrapped the roses.

"Long night." Sophie smiled, and it only felt slightly like a lie. "How are the grandchildren?"

She listened to stories about soccer games and spelling bees, made appropriate noises of interest, and felt something loosen in her chest. This was why she'd built this business. Not the arrangements themselves, though she loved them, but the connections. The way flowers marked the moments that mattered—births and deaths, weddings and apologies, the small gestures that said I'm thinking of you when words weren't enough.

Four years of building something that belonged to her alone. Four years of proving she wasn't her father, wouldn't gamble away everything on bad bets and worse promises. Four years of stability, of paying her bills on time, of never once hearing the particular ring of a debt collector's call.

And now some faceless corporation was trying to take it from her.

The new landlords had appeared two months ago—Midwest Properties LLC, according to the paperwork, which told her exactly nothing. Her old landlord had sold the building without warning, and suddenly Sophie's eighteen-month lease had become an obstacle someone wanted removed.

First came the letters. Lease violations she'd never committed. Complaints about signage, about parking, about noise from a flower shop that closed at six PM and never played music above conversation volume. Each letter required a response, documentation, hours of her time spent proving she wasn't in breach of terms she'd followed faithfully for four years.

Then came the accidents.

Sophie had done her research. Talked to other tenants in the building, the ones who hadn't already fled. Found a pattern of pressure and harassment that painted a picture she didn't fully understand but recognized bone-deep. Someone wanted this building emptied, and they didn't care how many lives they destroyed in the process.

She'd thought about going to the police. But what would she say? My cooler broke, my tires were slashed, someone might be watching me? She had no proof. No names. Nothing but a growing certainty that she was fighting a war she hadn't started and couldn't win.

But she'd be damned if she surrendered without a fight.



The shop closed at six. Sophie sent Lily and Thomas home at five-thirty, claiming paperwork that needed finishing, and locked the door behind them with hands that didn't shake.

She wouldn't put her employees in danger. Whatever was coming, it would come for her, and she'd face it alone rather than drag innocent people into a fight that wasn't theirs.

The paperwork excuse wasn't entirely a lie. She spent an hour at her desk, reviewing finances that got uglier every time she looked at them. Two months of sabotage had drained the emergency fund she'd spent three years building. Insurance claims were processing slowly—mysteriously slowly, according to her agent, who'd started sounding nervous whenever Sophie called. Revenue was down because weddings and events required advance ordering, and advance ordering required a functional cooler and reliable suppliers.

At this rate, she could survive another two months. Maybe three if she stopped paying herself entirely and lived on credit cards and desperation.

The childhood math came back without effort—the calculations she'd learned at fifteen, figuring out which bills could wait and which would get the electricity shut off, stretching grocery money while her mother worked three jobs and her father vanished into casinos with whatever cash he could find. Sophie had sworn she'd never be that vulnerable again.

Now here she was, adding up numbers in a shop that smelled like dying flowers, wondering how long until she lost everything.

The knock on the front door made her jump.

No—not a knock. Just a presence. Two men standing outside, visible through the front window, making no move to enter. Just watching.

Sophie's heart slammed against her ribs. She reached for her phone, then stopped. And tell the police what? Two men were standing on a public sidewalk?

They weren't doing anything. That was the point. They were just there, a reminder that she was being observed, that her movements were known, that whoever was doing this could reach her anytime they wanted.

She recognized one of them from the building's new maintenance crew—big guy, gym-built, with a smile that had made her skin crawl the one time he'd introduced himself. Danny something. He'd offered to fix her cooler last week, and she'd declined, and now here he was, standing outside her shop at seven PM with a friend, watching her through glass that suddenly felt very thin.

Sophie made herself stand. Made herself walk to the window with her phone in her hand, clearly visible. Made herself meet Danny's eyes without flinching.

He smiled. Waved. Then both men turned and walked away, disappearing around the corner like they'd never been there at all.

She waited five minutes before leaving, checking the street three times, her keys laced between her fingers like her mother had taught her. The drive home took twice as long as usual because she kept checking her mirrors, taking random turns, watching for headlights that stayed behind her too long.

Her apartment was a third-floor walkup with good locks and a security system she'd installed herself. Tonight, she checked every window. Engaged the deadbolt, the chain, the secondary lock she'd added last week. Stood with her back against the door and breathed until her hands stopped shaking.

The bed felt too big. The apartment felt too quiet. Every creak of the building settling made her flinch, made her reach for the phone on her nightstand, made her wonder if tonight was the night they stopped watching and started acting.

Sleep came in fragments, broken by dreams of rotting flowers and men with patient smiles. In between, Sophie did math. Revenue projections. Expense cuts. The dwindling number of days she could survive if nothing changed.

Somewhere around three AM, staring at the ceiling with gritty eyes, she made a decision. Tomorrow, she'd start looking for allies. Other business owners, maybe, the ones who'd experienced the same pressure. Someone had to know what was really happening. Someone had to be willing to fight back.

She was done being afraid alone.

But the numbers didn't lie. At this rate, with her savings bleeding out and her income strangled, she had maybe eight weeks before Wildflower Designs became another empty storefront.

Eight weeks to find a way to win an unwinnable war.

Sophie closed her eyes and tried to remember what hope felt like.
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Rapid City spread out under a gray morning sky, and Torque spent the first three hours learning to hate it.

Not the city itself—he'd worked shops here for years, knew the streets and the people and the particular rhythm of a town that existed in Sturgis's shadow eleven months of the year. What he hated was seeing it through new eyes. Predator's eyes. Looking at storefronts and seeing not businesses but targets, not owners but victims.

The Kovac operation was bigger than Church intel had suggested.

He'd started at the addresses Rider provided, the six confirmed properties marked on the chapel map. But patterns emerged fast when you knew what to look for. Empty storefronts that had been thriving businesses six months ago. For-lease signs in windows that should have held bakeries, hardware stores, the small operations that made a commercial district breathe. And everywhere, the same shell company name on new ownership documents: Midwest Properties LLC.

By noon, Torque had identified four more probable Kovac acquisitions. By two, he'd talked to enough nervous business owners to understand the playbook. Pressure started soft—lease violations, supplier problems, mysterious insurance issues. Then it escalated. Break-ins that took nothing valuable. Equipment failures that couldn't be explained. And always, always, the watching. Men who stood outside shops at closing time, making sure their targets knew they were being observed.

The florist on Cedar Street caught his attention around three.

Wildflower Designs occupied a corner unit in a building that matched the Kovac acquisition pattern—older structure, long-term tenants, the kind of property that looked like an obstacle until you applied enough pressure to make it an opportunity. But unlike the other shops he'd passed, this one was still open. Still fighting.

Torque pulled his bike to the curb and studied the storefront through the window. Bright arrangements visible through clean glass. A hand-lettered sign advertising wedding consultations. No for-lease notice, no closing sale, no obvious signs of surrender.

Interesting.

He needed a reason to go inside. Reconnaissance worked best with cover, and "I'm mapping a criminal organization's expansion" wasn't exactly small talk. But he had a legitimate excuse waiting—the text from yesterday, a brother who needed funeral flowers for a mother who'd died last week.

The bell above the door chimed when he walked in, and the smell hit him first. Green and alive, that particular sweetness of flowers that reminded him of his mother's garden back in Montana. The shop was small but well-organized, coolers humming along one wall, a workbench covered in ribbon and wire and the scattered debris of arrangements in progress.

And behind the counter, a woman who made him forget why he'd walked in.

Auburn hair escaping from a clip that had given up the fight hours ago. Green eyes that snapped to him the moment he entered, sharp and assessing before they softened into professional welcome. She was small—five-five, maybe—but she held herself like someone used to carrying weight. Dark circles under her
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