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The last customer stumbled out at 1:47 AM, leaving Holly Templeton alone with the glow of vintage arcade cabinets and the smell of craft beer soaking into everything she owned.

She loved this moment. The quiet after closing, when Neon Dreams felt like hers again instead of a business bleeding money. The Galaga machine hummed in the corner, its attract screen painting blue light across the brick walls. Pac-Man chirped through its demo. The Donkey Kong cabinet—her father's restoration project, finished six months before the heart attack took him—stood silent and perfect near the bar.

Tuesday nights were always slow. Eight customers total, maybe two hundred in the register. Rent was due in eleven days.

Holly wiped down the bar top, refusing to do the math again. She'd done it a thousand times. The numbers never got better, but they hadn't killed her yet either. Two years of barely breaking even, two years of working every shift herself because staff cost money she didn't have, two years of proving that a woman could walk away from corporate marketing hell and build something that mattered.

The fluorescent beer signs buzzed. Outside, Frankford Avenue sat empty except for the occasional car heading somewhere that wasn't Fishtown on a Tuesday night.

She grabbed her keys and killed the main lights, leaving only the emergency exit signs and the soft glow of sleeping arcade machines. The back door stuck like always—she'd fix it when she had three hundred dollars that wasn't already promised to a vendor or a utility company.

The alley smelled like garbage and rain-wet concrete. Holly locked up, already thinking about the four hours of sleep waiting in her apartment above the bar, when headlights swung across the brick wall beside her.

Three motorcycles. Big ones, chrome catching the streetlight as they rolled to a stop ten feet away.

Holly's hand tightened on her keys, the biggest one jutting between her knuckles the way her mother taught her. Fishtown wasn't dangerous anymore—gentrification had pushed most of the real trouble to other neighborhoods—but three bikers in a dark alley at 2 AM wasn't a welcome wagon.

The lead rider killed his engine. He was thick through the shoulders, maybe forty-five, with a shaved head and a beard that looked like it had never met a trimmer. His leather cut had patches she didn't recognize—a horse head with flames, Iron Horsemen MC curved above it.

"Holly Templeton." Not a question.

"Bar's closed."

He swung off his bike like he owned the alley. The other two stayed mounted, engines idling, blocking the only exit that didn't require climbing a chain-link fence in heels.

"We're not here for drinks." He smiled, and it didn't reach his eyes. "I'm Eddie. These are my brothers. We're here to talk about your new business arrangement."

Holly's pulse kicked up, but she kept her voice steady. Five years of corporate marketing had taught her how to handle aggressive men in suits. Aggressive men in leather couldn't be that different.

"I don't have any business arrangements I don't know about."

"You do now." Eddie pulled a cigarette from his cut, lit it with a Zippo that caught the light. "Iron Horsemen run Fishtown now. Every business pays for the privilege of operating in our territory. Protection money. Insurance against... unfortunate accidents."

"I've lived in Fishtown my whole life. Never heard of you."

"We're new to the neighborhood." He exhaled smoke toward her face. "Expanding from Baltimore. And we're making introductions. Five hundred a week, cash, and your little arcade bar stays in one piece."

Five hundred a week. Twenty-six thousand a year. More than she cleared in profit most months.

"That's insane. I barely turn a profit."

"Not my problem." Eddie stepped closer, and Holly held her ground even though every instinct screamed to back up. "Three days. You have three days to reconsider your attitude and get us our first payment. After that..." He glanced at the back door of Neon Dreams. "Things start breaking."

"I'm not paying you anything."

The words came out harder than she intended, but she meant them. She hadn't walked away from a six-figure marketing job to build something real just to hand it over to bikers she'd never seen before. Neon Dreams was hers. Every restored arcade cabinet, every craft beer tap, every dollar of debt—hers.

Eddie's smile vanished. "Three days, sweetheart. Think about it."

He turned back to his bike, threw a leg over, and fired the engine. The roar bounced off the alley walls, loud enough to rattle her teeth.

"This is Fishtown's new reality," he called over the noise. "Get used to it."

They rolled out, taillights disappearing around the corner onto Frankford Avenue. Holly stood in the alley until the sound of their engines faded to nothing, her heart slamming against her ribs, her keys still clutched in her fist.

Three days.

She climbed the fire escape to her apartment, checked every lock twice, and didn't sleep.



Morning light hit the front windows of Neon Dreams like an accusation.

Holly stood in the doorway, coffee going cold in her hand, staring at what used to be her bar.

The Galaga cabinet lay on its side, screen shattered, guts spilling across the floor. Pac-Man had been beaten with something heavy—a bat, maybe, or a pipe—until the wood splintered and the CRT imploded. Space Invaders, Centipede, Asteroids—all of them destroyed, two years of restoration work reduced to wreckage and broken glass.

But it was the Donkey Kong machine that made her knees buckle.

Her father's machine. The one he'd spent his last healthy year rebuilding, teaching her how to solder connections and replace capacitors, how to coax forty-year-old hardware back to life. He'd finished it three weeks before the first heart attack, six months before the second one killed him.

Someone had taken an axe to it. The side panels were kindling. The screen was nothing but a hole. The control panel—where her father's hands had worked so carefully, where her hands had learned to follow—hung by wires, buttons scattered across the floor like pulled teeth.

Holly sank to her knees in the shattered glass, coffee cup falling from numb fingers, and cried.

She cried for her father. For two years of eighteen-hour days and empty bank accounts. For the stubborn belief that she could build something beautiful in a neighborhood that kept trying to price out everyone who actually lived there. For the vintage machines she'd hauled across three states and restored with YouTube tutorials and bleeding fingers.

When the tears stopped, she started counting.

The arcade cabinets alone were thirty thousand in damage, maybe more. The bar itself—bottles smashed, taps ripped out, stools overturned—another five thousand. The vintage neon signs her grandmother had collected, the ones that gave the place its name, lay in pieces on the floor.

And on the bar top, held down by a broken beer bottle, a note written in black marker on a paper napkin:

Payment is now doubled. $1000/week. Clock's ticking.

Holly read it three times. Then she pulled out her phone, hands shaking, and started taking pictures. Insurance wouldn't cover this—her policy had more exclusions than coverage—but she needed documentation. Proof. Evidence that she wasn't crazy, that this was really happening, that three men on motorcycles had just destroyed her entire life because she'd said no.

She was on her knees photographing the Donkey Kong wreckage when she heard the door open behind her.

"Jesus Christ."

Holly spun, still clutching her phone, and found herself looking at a wall of a man. Six-two, shoulders broad enough to fill the doorframe, burn scars running up his forearms and disappearing under rolled sleeves. He wore a leather cut with patches she'd seen before—Liberty City MC, the local club whose members came in for beers sometimes.

Storm. That was his road name. He'd been in a dozen times over the past six months, always alone, always ordering the same IPA, always leaving a twenty on a twelve-dollar tab.

Right now he was staring at the destruction like he wanted to kill someone.

"What happened?" His voice sounded like gravel, like smoke damage made permanent.

Holly wiped her face with the back of her hand, realized she probably looked like a disaster, and decided she didn't care.

"Iron Horsemen. Three of them. They wanted protection money, and I told them no." She gestured at the wreckage. "This is what no gets you."

Storm's jaw tightened. He stepped into the bar, boots crunching on debris, and crouched beside the Donkey Kong cabinet. His fingers touched the splintered wood almost gently.

"This was your dad's."

She blinked. "How did you know that?"

"You talked about it once. Said he restored it before he passed." Storm stood, and something in his eyes had gone cold. Hard. "Iron Horsemen. They give you a name?"

"Eddie. Bald, beard, smelled like cigarettes and cheap cologne."

"Eddie Kross." Storm pulled his phone from his cut, typed something fast. "Road captain for Iron Horsemen out of Baltimore. They've been pushing into Philly territory for months."

"I don't—" Holly's voice cracked. She swallowed, tried again. "I don't understand. I'm a bar owner. I serve beer and let people play vintage video games. Why would a motorcycle club care about me?"

Storm looked at her, and his expression shifted. Still hard, still dangerous, but something else underneath. Something that almost looked like protectiveness.

"Because you're in Fishtown. And Fishtown is Liberty City territory." He moved toward the door, phone already at his ear. "This isn't about your bar, Holly. This is about them taking ground from us. Your bar's just the first move."

"What does that mean?"

He paused in the doorway, afternoon light catching the patches on his cut, the scars on his arms, the set of his shoulders like a man who ran toward fires instead of away from them.

"It means you're not alone anymore. Liberty City handles territorial challenges. We handle them permanently."

He stepped outside, voice dropping as he spoke into his phone, and Holly sat in the ruins of her father's arcade machine, trying to understand how a Tuesday night argument had just turned into a war.
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The phone rang twice before Bell picked up.

"Storm. What's happening?"

Brian Cunningham stood outside Neon Dreams, watching traffic roll down Frankford Avenue, feeling the familiar rage building in his chest. The same rage he'd felt standing outside that burning rowhouse in Kensington, watching his captain refuse to give the entry order while a family screamed inside.

"Iron Horsemen hit a business in Fishtown. Arcade bar called Neon Dreams. Total destruction—thirty grand in damage, easy. They're demanding protection money."

Silence on the line. Then Bell's voice, harder now: "Eddie Kross?"

"Owner confirmed. Bald, beard, rode with two others. Gave her three days to pay, then came back overnight and destroyed the place anyway."

"That's not collection. That's a statement." Bell exhaled. "They're not squeezing businesses. They're taking territory."

Storm turned and looked through the window at Holly, still kneeling in the wreckage of her father's arcade machine. Auburn hair falling out of its messy bun. Green eyes red from crying but jaw set hard, like she was already planning her next move instead of giving up.

Something in his chest tightened.

"The owner," he said. "Holly Templeton. She didn't fold. Told them no, and they made an example."

"She got family? Somewhere safe to go?"

"Don't know yet." Storm watched her stand, brush glass off her knees, and start photographing the damage with her phone. Documenting. Building a case. Fighter's instinct. "But she's not running. I can see it."

"This is club business now, brother. Iron Horsemen pushing into Fishtown is a direct challenge. We don't negotiate that—we eliminate it." Bell's voice carried the steel of a man who'd spent twenty years in union wars before trading his hard hat for a president's patch. "Get her to the compound. I'll call church."

"Copy that."

Storm ended the call and stepped back inside. The destruction looked worse from this angle—arcade cabinets gutted like animals, vintage neon signs reduced to colored glass and twisted metal, the bar itself scarred with ax marks. These weren't collectors breaking kneecaps. This was psychological warfare.

Holly looked up from her phone. Her eyes were dry now, that brief vulnerability locked away behind something harder. Good. She'd need that.

"Who were you calling?"

"My president. Bell runs Liberty City MC." Storm moved closer, and she didn't back away. Held her ground in three-inch heels on a floor covered in debris. "Iron Horsemen coming into Fishtown isn't about your bar. It's about taking territory from us. Your place just happens to be ground zero."

"So I'm collateral damage in a biker war I didn't sign up for?"

"You became part of it the second you told Eddie Kross no." He stopped three feet away, close enough to see the pulse jumping in her throat, the way her fingers had gone white around her phone. Scared but standing. "Most people would've paid. Easier that way."

"I don't do easy."

Storm felt his mouth curve. Couldn't help it. "Yeah. I figured that out."

She held his gaze for a long moment, something sparking between them that had nothing to do with motorcycle clubs or protection money. Then she shook her head and turned back to the destruction.

"I need to call my insurance company. File a police report. Figure out how to—"

"Insurance won't cover this. They'll find an exclusion." Storm stepped around a gutted Space Invaders cabinet, moving toward her. "And the cops won't help. Iron Horsemen has been operating in Baltimore for twenty years without a single conviction. They know how to avoid leaving evidence."

"Then what am I supposed to do? Just accept that everything I built is gone?"

"No." He reached out, caught her elbow, felt her tense under his grip. But she didn't pull away. "You come with me. Liberty City compound. We protect what's ours."

Holly's eyes narrowed. "I'm not yours."

"Your bar is in our territory. That makes it our business." Storm held her gaze, let her see the steel underneath. "And right now, you've got a target on your back. Eddie Kross doesn't leave witnesses who tell him no. You stay here alone, you're dead by morning."

The words hit her like a slap. He watched the color drain from her face, watched her process the reality she'd been avoiding since she found the destruction.

"You're serious."

"As a heart attack." He released her elbow but didn't step back. "Pack a bag. Grab anything you can't replace. I'm taking you somewhere safe, and then my club is going to
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