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The wind hit Vigil like absolution.

Eight months since his father's last breath. Seven years since he'd ridden with brothers. And now—now—the rumble of a dozen Harleys surrounded him like a heartbeat he'd forgotten he needed, chrome flashing against Black Hills pine as the pack carved through mountain curves that felt more like home than any place he'd slept in nearly a decade.

He'd missed this. God, he'd missed this.

The escort run was simple—moving a parts shipment from a supplier in Spearfish to the compound, the kind of routine club business that didn't require his presence. But Rider had put him on the roster anyway, and Vigil understood what it meant. Welcome back. Prove you still belong.

He intended to.

The formation held tight through Spearfish Canyon, engines echoing off granite walls that had watched bikers pilgrimage through these sacred roads for generations. Vigil rode near the back—his choice, not assignment—because seven years away meant he needed to remember the rhythm before he could keep pace. His thighs burned against the tank. His shoulders ached from wind resistance. The body he'd neglected through endless nursing home visits and double shifts protested every mile.

He didn't care. The pain meant he was alive. The road meant he was riding.

Compass led the pack with the easy confidence of a man who knew every curve in these hills like a lover's body, his signals crisp and clear as he guided them through switchbacks that would terrify weekend warriors. The brothers moved as one organism—twelve bikes, twelve men, one purpose. Vigil had forgotten what that felt like. Being part of something larger than his own grief.

The descent toward Sturgis territory opened up the view—Black Hills spreading beneath them in waves of dark pine and exposed granite, the kind of landscape that made men believe in something bigger than themselves. Vigil breathed it in, filling lungs that had spent too long recycling hospital air and nursing home antiseptic.

His father would have loved this view. Before the dementia ate his mind piece by piece, Garrett Nolan had been the one to teach his son that freedom lived on two wheels. Had been the one to encourage him to prospect with the Black Hills Riders back when Vigil was young and stupid and thought he'd ride forever.

Thank you, his father had said, that one moment of clarity before the end. Recognition flickering in eyes that hadn't known him in months. Thank you for staying.

Vigil had stayed. Through the diagnosis and the decline. Through the nursing homes and the hospital beds. Through his wife walking out because she couldn't compete with a ghost who didn't remember his own son's name. He'd stayed until there was nothing left to stay for.

Now he was learning how to live again.

The compound appeared through the trees—converted ranch headquarters that looked like home even after seven years. Massive garage complex gleaming in late afternoon sun. Bikes already lined up in the lot like chrome soldiers. The clubhouse sprawling against the mountain backdrop, rally memorabilia visible through windows, American flag snapping in the wind beside the Black Hills Riders banner.

Vigil's chest tightened. He'd left this. He'd had to leave this. But being back felt like setting down a weight he hadn't realized he'd been carrying.

The pack rolled through the gates in formation, engines throttling down as brothers found their spots in the lot. Vigil killed his bike and sat for a moment, letting the engine tick cool beneath him while he collected himself. The sudden silence after hours of road noise always hit different—like coming up for air after too long underwater.

"Vigil!" Timber's voice boomed across the lot. The massive Sergeant at Arms was already off his bike, stretching shoulders that looked like they could bench-press a Harley. "You still remember how to park that thing, or you need directions?"

"Memory's fine," Vigil said, swinging off his bike. "Unlike your face. What happened—you finally piss off the wrong woman?"

Timber's laugh echoed off the garage walls. "Brother, if a woman could do this much damage, I'd marry her." He clapped Vigil on the shoulder hard enough to stagger a smaller man. "Good ride. You looked rusty as hell on those switchbacks, but you'll get it back."

"Working on it."

Brothers filtered toward the clubhouse, the easy rhythm of men who'd done this a thousand times. Someone cracked open the first beer before they hit the door. Someone else fired up the sound system, classic rock spilling into the late afternoon air. The smell of grilling meat drifted from somewhere—an old lady already starting dinner, probably.

Vigil hung back.

It wasn't that he didn't want to join them. His bones ached for the camaraderie, for the crude jokes and the cold beers and the particular comfort of men who'd kill for each other without question. But seven years was a long time. Seven years of isolation, of medical appointments, of being Dad's caregiver instead of Vigil. He'd forgotten how to be loud. How to take up space. How to exist as anything other than someone's support system.

He leaned against his bike and watched brothers disappear inside, the celebration of a successful run already building to party volume. His cut felt heavy on his shoulders. The leather had gotten stiff during his years away, stored in a closet while he changed bedpans and signed medical forms. He'd had to work it soft again, conditioning it night after night like he was apologizing for the neglect.

"You planning to stand out here all night?"

Vigil turned. Phantom had materialized beside him like smoke—the enforcer's particular talent for appearing without sound still intact after all these years. The sniper was lean and quiet, the kind of man who didn't waste words, which was probably why he'd sought Vigil out instead of joining the noise inside.

"Just getting my bearings."

Phantom nodded like that made sense. "Ironside's asking about you. Says church is in an hour, needs you there."

"I'll be there."

A pause. Phantom studied him with eyes that had watched men die through a rifle scope, seeing things most people missed. "You good?"

The question held weight. Phantom wasn't asking if Vigil had enjoyed the ride or if he wanted a beer. He was asking if the man who'd left seven years ago—broken by duty, hollowed out by grief—had come back whole enough to matter.

"Getting there," Vigil said. The most honest answer he could give.

Phantom accepted it with another nod. "Gym in Rapid City. Iron and Grace. Real equipment, none of that boutique bullshit. Owner's got a mean streak if you waste her time, but she knows what she's doing." He glanced at Vigil's frame—the muscle memory of strength visible under years of neglect. "Might help. Getting back."

"Thanks."

Phantom drifted toward the clubhouse, disappearing into the noise like he'd never been there. Vigil filed the gym name away. Iron and Grace. He needed to rebuild what caregiving had cost him, and a serious gym sounded like a better option than the compound's weight room, where brothers would watch him struggle with weights he used to throw around.

The hour passed in maintenance—checking his bike, cleaning road grime, the meditative routine of caring for the machine that had carried him back to brotherhood. By the time the church bell rang, Vigil had found something like equilibrium. Enough to walk into that room. Enough to take his place at the table again.

The chapel was unchanged. Same vault door. Same table scarred by decades of club business. Same throne-like chair where Rider sat, the President's authority carved into every line of his weathered face. Brothers filled their seats—Ironside at the VP position, Compass and Timber in their designated spots, Phantom and Torque along the sides.

And Vigil. Finding his place like he'd never left, even though everything felt slightly off-center, like wearing boots that had molded to someone else's feet.

"Brothers." Rider's voice commanded immediate silence. "Good run today. Shipment's secure, no complications. That's how we like it." His eyes swept the table, landing on Vigil with an expression that might have been approval. "Good to have Vigil back on the road. Seven years is a long time, but blood doesn't forget."

Murmurs of agreement. A fist thumped the table. Vigil accepted the acknowledgment with a nod that hid the tightness in his chest.

"Business," Rider continued. "Territory reports first. Compass?"

The Road Captain leaned forward. "Rally season's four months out, but we're already getting inquiries about protection arrangements. Standard stuff—vendors wanting assurance, roadhouses confirming their spots. Nothing we haven't handled before."

"Keep it tight. Last thing we need is someone thinking they can muscle into our territory before the crowds hit." Rider shifted focus. "Timber. Security?"

"Compound's solid. Added two cameras on the north perimeter last week. Motion sensors are holding." The Sergeant at Arms cracked his knuckles. "Had a drunk try to climb the fence three nights ago. Thought he was at the Broken Spoke. Sent him home with a headache and a warning."

Laughter rippled around the table. Vigil found himself almost smiling—the easy violence of club life, problems solved with fists instead of paperwork.

"One more thing." Ironside's voice cut through the humor, pulling attention to the VP like a gravitational shift. "Got word about a protection racket expanding in Rapid City. Guy named Galvez running it—been building for about six years, mostly commercial district. He's pushing into territory that borders ours."

Vigil straightened. Protection rackets in club-adjacent areas were exactly the kind of problem that could metastasize if ignored.

"How close?" Rider asked.

"Close enough to matter. He's got maybe fifteen men working collections, plus a city councilman in his pocket making complaints disappear." Ironside's jaw tightened. "One of our businesses got approached last month. Politely declined, but Galvez doesn't seem like the type to take no gracefully."

"We need eyes on this." Rider drummed his fingers against the table. "Intel before action. Who's got bandwidth?"

The question hung in the air. Vigil saw Phantom shift slightly, but the sniper's talents lay elsewhere—elimination, not investigation. Torque was elbow-deep in custom builds for rally season. The others had assignments.

"I'll do it."

Heads turned. Vigil kept his voice even, steady, the measured tone he'd developed in hospital rooms where panic helped no one.

"I need to rebuild anyway. Get back into shape." He met Rider's gaze directly. "Someone mentioned a gym in Rapid City—Iron and Grace. Serious equipment. Puts me in the right neighborhood to watch Galvez's operation without looking like I'm watching."

Rider studied him for a long moment. Vigil could feel the assessment—the President weighing whether the man who'd left for seven years could be trusted with reconnaissance that mattered.

"You've been back two months," Rider said finally. "This asking too much?"

"No." Vigil didn't elaborate. Didn't need to. Either they trusted him or they didn't.

The silence stretched. Then Ironside nodded, something like respect flickering in his hard eyes. "Vigil's good for it. Seven years of caregiving taught him patience. That's what intel work needs."

"Agreed." Rider's decision landed like a gavel strike. "Vigil takes point on Galvez reconnaissance. Report back what you find—patterns, personnel, operations. We don't move until we know what we're moving against."

"Understood."

Church continued with smaller matters—maintenance schedules, rally prep, a brother's old lady expecting their second kid. Vigil absorbed it all, the rhythm of club business settling into his bones like riding had settled earlier. This was what he'd come back for. Purpose. Brotherhood. Something worth waking up for.

When church broke, brothers filtered out toward the celebration that had been building all afternoon. Vigil lingered, letting the noise recede, finding his equilibrium in the empty chapel.

Ironside paused at the door. "The gym. Iron and Grace. Owner's name is Gallagher. She's been having trouble with Galvez's people—refusing to pay, which takes guts considering what he's done to others who said no."

"She connected to us?"

"Not yet." Ironside's expression was unreadable. "Just a business owner who won't be bullied. Might be worth keeping an eye on while you're gathering intel."

He disappeared before Vigil could respond.

A gym owner who won't be bullied. Vigil filed that away too, along with the name Gallagher and the protection racket that might become club business. Tomorrow he'd ride into Rapid City. Start rebuilding his body. Start watching Galvez's operation.

Start remembering what it felt like to be useful for something other than watching someone die.

He pushed off from the table and walked toward the noise, toward the brotherhood that had welcomed him home even when he wasn't sure he deserved it. The celebration swallowed him—cold beer pressed into his hand, Timber's booming laugh, the crude jokes and rough affection of men who'd kept his place at the table even when he couldn't fill it.

Vigil drank. Listened. Let the belonging wash over him.

Four days before everything would change, he didn't know that a gym owner with a mean streak was about to burn his careful patience to ash.

He just knew he was finally home.
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The glass crunched under Brynn's boots like bones breaking.

She stood in the doorway of Iron and Grace, coffee going cold in her hand, staring at the third set of shattered windows this month. Early morning sun streamed through the jagged holes, casting sharp shadows across the weight room floor where her members should be warming up for their six AM sessions.

Instead, broken glass glittered across the rubber mats like scattered diamonds. Her squat racks stood silent. The barbells she'd saved eighteen months to buy sat untouched in their cradles.

Third time.

Six weeks of this bullshit. Six weeks of smashed windows and slashed tires and threatening notes shoved under her door. Six weeks of watching everything she'd built get chipped away piece by piece because she'd told Tommy Galvez's collectors to go fuck themselves.

Brynn set her coffee on the front desk and grabbed a broom.

She'd learned a long time ago that falling apart was a luxury she couldn't afford. When her knee had exploded at twenty-five—torn ACL, shredded meniscus, competitive career dead on the platform—she'd cried for exactly one night. Then she'd gotten up and figured out what came next. That was what strong people did. They swept up the glass and kept moving.

The front door chimed. Monty Richmond, her six AM regular for the past three years, stopped dead when he saw the damage.

"Jesus, Brynn. Again?"

"Again." She kept sweeping, the rhythm steadying her. "Careful where you step. I haven't gotten to the far corner yet."

Monty picked his way across the gym, his fifty-eight-year-old knees protesting the careful movement. Behind him came Dana Kowalski, another morning regular, her face going pale when she spotted the destruction.

"Oh, honey." Dana's voice cracked. "This is getting out of hand."

"It's handled."

"It's not handled." Monty grabbed a dustpan without being asked, crouching to help collect the shards. "Brynn, these people aren't going to stop. You need to—"

"What?" Brynn's voice came out sharper than she intended. "Pay them? Let them bleed me dry so they can move on to the next business owner who can't afford their 'protection'?" She attacked a stubborn pile of glass near the leg press. "That's not happening."

More regulars trickled in over the next hour. Word had spread—it always did—and soon Brynn had half a dozen loyal members helping clean up the mess that should have broken her spirit by now. They swept and mopped and checked equipment for damage while she catalogued what the repairs would cost.

Two thousand for the windows. Again.

She didn't have two thousand. Not anymore. The first set of repairs had drained her emergency fund. The second had eaten into next month's equipment maintenance budget. This third round would require... she didn't know what. A loan she couldn't afford to repay. Selling equipment she couldn't afford to lose. Closing her doors and admitting that four years of building this community meant nothing against men with crowbars and zero consequences.

"Your hands are shaking."

Brynn looked down. Dana was right—her fingers trembled against the broom handle, adrenaline and exhaustion and rage creating a cocktail that made fine motor control impossible.

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine. You're running on fumes and fury, and eventually one of those is going to give out." Dana's voice was gentle, the tone of a woman who'd been coming to this gym long enough to see through Brynn's armor. "When's the last time you slept more than four hours?"

Brynn couldn't remember. The nights had blurred together—lying awake in her apartment above the gym, listening for footsteps, for breaking glass, for the click of a lock being picked. Two of her members had gotten jumped in the parking lot last week. Mike Reeves and his teenage son, attacked while loading gym bags into their car. Mike had ended up with a concussion and three cracked ribs. His son had a broken wrist that would keep him out of baseball for the rest of the season.

They hadn't come back. Brynn didn't blame them.

"I'll sleep when this is over," she said.

"When what's over? Brynn, these men burned your car three days ago. While people were still inside the building." Dana's eyes were wet. "What happens when they decide the windows aren't enough? When they come for you directly?"

The question hung in the air like smoke. Brynn didn't have an answer—not one that would satisfy Dana, anyway. The truth was simpler and uglier: she'd fight until she couldn't fight anymore. That was the only option that didn't make her a coward.

"Go do your warm-up," Brynn said quietly. "I need to make some calls."

The morning crawled past in a haze of insurance paperwork and contractor quotes and the particular exhaustion of pretending everything was fine when nothing was fine. Brynn coached her sessions on autopilot, correcting form and counting reps while her mind churned through impossible math. The protection money Galvez wanted—three thousand a month—would bankrupt her inside a year. The repairs from refusing would bankrupt her faster.

There was no winning. Only different ways of losing.

By noon, the glass was cleaned and the windows were boarded with plywood that made her gym look like a condemned building. Brynn sat behind the front desk, staring at her laptop screen without seeing it, calculating how many months she had before Iron and Grace became another casualty of Tommy Galvez's expanding empire.

The front door opened.

She knew who it was before she looked up. The energy shifted—the particular tension that filled a room when predators entered. Two men, same as always. The taller one was Derek Slade, Galvez's head collector, six-two of enforcement muscle with a smile that made her skin crawl. His partner was smaller, quieter, the kind of man who held doors and fetched coffee and probably slit throats when nobody was watching.

"Miss Gallagher." Slade's voice dripped false friendliness. "Rough morning?"

Brynn stood slowly. She didn't reach for anything. Not yet.

"I've had better."

"I can see that." Slade surveyed the plywood-covered windows with theatrical concern. "Terrible thing, vandalism. You just never know when something like this might happen. Bad neighborhood, maybe. Random troublemakers." His smile sharpened. "Or maybe it's something else entirely."

"Get out."

"Now, now. We're just here to talk business. Same offer as before—Mr. Galvez provides protection, you provide fair compensation, and these unfortunate incidents stop happening." Slade spread his hands like a reasonable man offering a reasonable deal. "Three thousand a month is a small price for peace of mind."

"Three thousand a month is extortion."

"It's insurance." His eyes hardened, the false friendliness cracking to show the threat underneath. "The alternative is... well. You've seen the alternative. Your windows. Your car. Your members getting hurt in your parking lot." He stepped closer, and Brynn felt her pulse spike despite herself. "We know where you live, Miss Gallagher. That apartment above the gym? Nice place. Cozy. Be a shame if something happened to it while you were sleeping."

The fear was real. Brynn couldn't pretend otherwise. These men had resources, connections, a councilman who made police reports disappear. They'd already proven they could hurt people she cared about without consequence.

But fear and surrender were different things.

She moved before she could talk herself out of it—three steps to the weight rack, hand closing around a forty-five-pound plate like it weighed nothing. Eighteen years of powerlifting meant she could clean and jerk more than most men could deadlift. The iron in her grip felt like exactly what it was: a weapon.

"Here's how this is going to work." Her voice came out steady, calm, the focused tone she used when coaching a client through a max attempt. "You have ten seconds to leave my gym. If you're still here after that, I'm going to demonstrate what a clean and jerk does to a human skull."

Slade's partner shifted backward, self-preservation overriding loyalty. But Slade himself just laughed—an ugly sound that scraped down her spine.

"You think a weight plate scares me?"

"I think you've never had your orbital socket caved in by forty-five pounds of iron traveling at speed." Brynn lifted the plate slightly, showing him exactly how easily she could move it. "But I'm happy to provide a demonstration if you need one."

The moment stretched. Brynn counted heartbeats, waiting for him to call her bluff—except it wasn't a bluff, and something in her expression must have told him that. She'd been pushed too far, lost too much, spent too many nights staring at the ceiling wondering when they'd come for her directly.

If Derek Slade wanted to find out what happened when a competitive powerlifter stopped caring about consequences, she was ready to show him.

"We'll be back." Slade's voice was flat, the friendliness stripped away entirely. "And next time, you won't see us coming until it's too late."

"Looking forward to it."

They left. The door swung shut behind them. Brynn stood motionless for a long moment, weight plate still gripped in her hands, pulse hammering so hard she could feel it in her teeth.

Then her knees buckled.

She caught herself on the equipment rack, sliding down to sit on the rubber floor with the plate across her thighs. The shaking started in her hands and spread outward until her whole body trembled, adrenaline dump and delayed terror combining into something that felt like coming apart at the seams.

They know where I live.

She'd known that already, of course. Had known since the threatening notes started, since the first window broke, since her car became a smoking wreck in her own parking lot. But hearing it said out loud—the casual promise of violation, of being found while she slept—made it real in a way that intellectual knowledge couldn't.

She was alone. The police had taken her reports and done nothing. Her landlord had suggested she "work things out" with Galvez's people. Her insurance company was already making noises about dropping her coverage. The members who'd been loyal were scared, and she couldn't blame them for that fear because she felt it too, bone-deep and growing.

How much longer can I do this?

Brynn looked around her gym—the squat racks she'd saved for, the platforms she'd installed herself, the motivational posters she'd chosen because they were honest instead of bullshit. Four years of her life poured into these walls. Four years of building a community where people learned they were stronger than they believed.

She couldn't let Galvez take it. But she couldn't stop him alone.

The afternoon sun slanted through the plywood-covered windows, casting the weight room in shadows that felt like a preview of what was coming. Brynn sat on the floor of her damaged gym, surrounded by equipment that might not belong to her much longer, and wondered how much more she could lose before losing became the only option left.
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