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The call came in at 9:47 PM on a Tuesday, which should've been Katie's first warning something was wrong.

"Carlyle Towing." Katie wedged her phone between shoulder and ear while finishing the paperwork on a repo she'd just dropped at the impound lot. The sodium lights cast everything in sick yellow, making the rows of seized vehicles look like a junkyard for broken dreams.

"Yeah, I got a breakdown on Industrial Way, near the old Carson warehouse." Male voice, rough around the edges. "Car just died. Won't turn over."

Katie pulled up the location on her dispatch screen. Industrial Way after dark was the kind of neighborhood where good decisions went to die, but that was half her business. People broke down in bad places—that's when they needed her most.

"What kind of vehicle?"

"Black Escalade. I'm right under the streetlight by the loading docks."

She ran the math. Twenty minutes to get there, another twenty to assess the problem, probably an hour total if it needed a tow back to her garage. Emma was already asleep at her best friend Sarah's house for their weekly sleepover, so at least Katie didn't have to worry about getting home to relieve the babysitter.

"Hundred-dollar service call, plus tow fees if you need transport. I take cash or card."

"Cash works. How long?"

"Twenty minutes." Katie was already grabbing her keys, shoving the repo paperwork into her battered messenger bag. "Stay with your vehicle."

She fired up her truck—a '18 Ford F-550 with a Century 12-series wrecker body that she maintained like some women maintained their nails. The diesel engine caught with a satisfying rumble that vibrated up through the steering wheel. Three years of running Carlyle Towing solo had taught her that her equipment was her lifeline. One breakdown, one missed service call, and she'd start the slide toward losing everything her father built and her husband died protecting.

The drive to Industrial Way took her through downtown Reno, past the casino lights that promised fortunes and delivered bankruptcy, then into the industrial zone where legitimate businesses gave way to the kind of operations that only ran after dark. Katie kept her doors locked and her phone within reach. She'd done hundreds of service calls in bad neighborhoods—you didn't survive in towing if you couldn't handle sketchy situations.

But something felt off about this one.

The streetlight the caller mentioned was visible from two blocks away, a lone pool of dirty light in an otherwise dark stretch of road. Katie slowed as she approached, scanning for the Escalade.

There. Right where he said. Black, expensive, parked under the light with its hood up.

Katie pulled alongside, leaving enough room to work, keeping her engine running. Through the truck's window, she could see a figure standing near the Escalade's driver's door. Big guy, over six feet, wearing a leather jacket despite the warm October night.

She grabbed her work light and climbed down from the cab, boots hitting pavement with a solid thunk. "You the one who called?"

"That's right." The guy stepped into better light and Katie's stomach did a slow, sick roll.

She knew this face. Had seen it twice in the past month, once outside Emma's school and once in the parking lot of her garage. Big, prison-yard muscle gone slightly soft, shaved head that caught the streetlight's gleam, and eyes that looked at her like she was meat on a hook.

Derek something. One of Vinnie Corona's enforcers.

"Your car's not broken down." Katie's hand moved toward the pepper spray on her belt, but she kept her voice level. Show fear to men like this and they'd feed on it like sharks on chum.

"Nope." Derek's smile was all teeth and no warmth. "But we need to have a conversation, and you keep dodging Mr. Corona's calls."

"I returned his calls. I said no. Multiple times." Katie took a step backward, calculating the distance to her truck's cab. Ten feet. Might as well be a mile if he decided to rush her. "That's the end of the conversation."

"See, that's where you're wrong." Derek moved with surprising speed for his size, cutting off her angle to the truck. "Mr. Corona made you a generous offer for your business. More than generous, considering your situation. The debt your husband left, the insurance that barely covered the funeral, the mortgage payments you're three months behind on."

Ice shot down Katie's spine. "My finances are none of your goddamn business."

"They became Mr. Corona's business when you took out that loan eighteen months ago." Derek pulled a folded paper from his jacket pocket, held it up like a prosecution exhibit. "Fifty thousand dollars at fifteen percent interest, payments you've been making on time but just barely. You're drowning, Katie. Mr. Corona's offering you a life preserver."

"By taking my business?" Katie's laugh came out harsh. "That's not a life preserver, that's theft with paperwork."

"That's smart business. You sell to him, you walk away with enough to cover your debts and start over somewhere else. You and that cute little girl of yours." Derek's smile widened. "Emma, right? Sweet kid. Second grade at Westside Elementary. Mrs. Patterson's class."

The world narrowed to a pinpoint of rage so pure Katie could taste copper on her tongue. "You go near my daughter—"

"Nobody's going near anybody." Derek raised his hands in mock surrender. "Yet. But Mr. Corona, he's a patient man with limits. And his patience with you just ran out. You got one week to accept his final offer. Seven days, Katie. After that..." He shrugged. "Well, kids ride in cars to school every day. Lots of things can happen in traffic. Accidents. Terrible accidents."

Katie moved before conscious thought caught up with instinct. Her hand found the pepper spray, pulled it free, and she squeezed the trigger in one smooth motion born from the self-defense training she'd taken after Mike died.

The spray caught Derek full in the face. He roared, hands flying to his eyes, stumbling backward.

Katie ran.

She made it to her truck's cab in four strides, hauled herself up with hands that shook only slightly, slammed the door and hit the locks. Through the window she could see Derek on his knees, cursing, fumbling for something in his jacket.

She threw the truck in gear and punched the accelerator. The diesel engine roared and the heavy wrecker lurched forward, tires squealing against pavement. In her rearview mirror, Derek was climbing to his feet, phone already at his ear.

Calling it in. Telling Vinnie Corona that his tow truck driver had just assaulted his primary enforcer.

Katie's hands tightened on the wheel hard enough to make her knuckles white. Her heart hammered against her ribs like it was trying to punch through bone. She forced herself to breathe, to think, to plan.

Emma was safe at Sarah's house. That was the only thing that mattered. Emma was safe and Katie had seven days to figure out how to keep her that way.

The drive back to her garage took fifteen minutes that felt like fifteen hours. Every set of headlights in her rearview made her stomach clench. Every dark sedan made her check her mirrors obsessively. By the time she pulled through the chain-link gates into Carlyle Towing's lot, sweat had plastered her shirt to her back despite the cool night air.

She parked the wrecker in its usual spot, killed the engine, and just sat for a moment in the sudden silence. The garage was a squat cinderblock building that had been her father's pride and her husband's legacy. Two service bays, a small office, and a lot filled with vehicles in various states of repair or waiting for their owners to claim them from impound.

It wasn't much. But it was hers. Emma's future. The last piece of the life Katie had built before Mike's death shattered everything.

And Vinnie Corona wanted to take it from her.

Katie climbed down from the cab on legs that felt steadier than they had any right to. She'd locked the gates, set the security system, and was halfway across the lot toward her ten-year-old Honda when she saw it.

A photograph, tucked under her windshield wiper.

Every survival instinct Katie possessed screamed at her to get in the car and drive away. Don't touch it. Don't look at it. Pretend it doesn't exist.

But she'd never been good at pretending.

She pulled the photo free with fingers that barely trembled. The security light mounted on the garage's corner gave her enough illumination to see what Derek had left for her.

Emma. School picture day from last month, the one where she'd insisted on wearing her favorite purple dress with the sparkly butterflies. She was grinning at the camera with the gap-toothed smile that still made Katie's heart twist every damn time.

Someone had drawn a red circle around Emma's face. Neat. Careful. Deliberate.

On the back, in block letters: SEVEN DAYS.

Katie stood in her garage lot, holding a picture of her daughter with a target drawn around her face, and felt the rage burning away the fear.

Vinnie Corona had just made the worst mistake of his life.

He'd threatened Emma.

Katie pulled out her phone with hands that were rock-steady now, the shaking gone, replaced by something cold and hard and absolutely certain. She didn't know how she was going to handle this. Didn't know where to start. But she knew with absolute clarity that she would burn the whole goddamn world down before she let anyone hurt her daughter.

She climbed into her Honda, locked the doors, and drove toward Sarah's house to check on Emma one more time before she went home to figure out her next move.

Behind her, the security light cast long shadows across the tow lot, and in those shadows, something darker than night was already taking shape. Forces were moving that Katie Carlyle didn't know about yet. Couldn't know about.

But she would.

Soon.
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Rivet leaned against the workbench in the Reckoning Riders' custom shop, cleaning grease from under his fingernails with a wire brush while Smoke laid out the situation to the assembled brothers. Church had been called for seven o'clock, which meant something serious was brewing. The brotherhood gathered around the scarred wooden table that had seen a thousand tactical discussions, their attention locked on their president.

"We've got a situation developing in northwest Reno." Smoke's voice carried the authority of a man who'd led the Reckoning Riders through wars both literal and figurative. "Regional drug crew out of Atlantic City trying to establish territory through business acquisitions. Loan shark named Vinnie Corona's been buying up small operations for the past year—auto shops, pawn stores, anything that gives him legitimate cover for moving product."

Rivet's hand stilled on the wire brush. He'd seen this play before, down in Alabama. Hell, he'd watched a crew in Houston run the exact same scheme, squeezing independent operators until they either sold or got buried.

"How many businesses has he grabbed?" Dread asked from Smoke's right. The VP had the look of a man who'd done violence and would do it again without hesitation.

"Eight confirmed. Maybe a dozen more in negotiation." Smoke pulled up a map on the tablet in front of him, marked with red dots clustered in the northwest quadrant of the city. "He's building a network. Uses the businesses to launder money, move packages, establish distribution points. Classic operation."

"We hitting him?" Mad Dog's question came with the kind of anticipation that explained his road name. The weapons specialist had been itching for action since Rivet arrived two weeks ago.

"We're gathering intel first." Smoke's tone carried a warning that even Mad Dog respected. "But there's a complication. One of the holdouts is a tow company owner. Woman named Katie Carlyle. Runs her operation solo since her husband died three years back. Corona's been pressuring her hard, and word is his enforcement's escalating."

Something cold settled in Rivet's gut. A widow running a tow operation alone, getting squeezed by a loan shark with drug money behind him. That math only ended one way, and it usually involved a closed casket and a business auction.

"What kind of escalation?" Django asked. The infiltration specialist had a knack for reading situations before they exploded.

"Surveillance outside her kid's school. Intimidation at service calls. Corona wants that tow company bad—gives him mobile cover for the whole northwest sector." Smoke looked around the table, meeting each brother's eyes in turn. "We need eyes on the situation. Figure out if she's willing to cooperate or if she's gonna try handling this alone and get herself killed."

Rivet's mouth opened before his brain caught up. "I'll check it out."

Six pairs of eyes swiveled toward him. Rivet felt the weight of their attention like a physical thing. He'd been back at the compound for exactly fourteen days, crashing in a guest room and working in the custom shop while Smoke evaluated whether five years on the road had burned away his ability to follow club structure. This was the first time he'd volunteered for anything that didn't involve a socket wrench.

Smoke's gray eyes—the same shade as Rivet's own, family resemblance obvious to anyone who looked—studied him with an intensity that made Rivet want to check his boots for tracking devices.

"You got a reason?" Smoke's question wasn't hostile, just measuring.

"My bike's making a noise." The lie came smooth because it wasn't entirely a lie. His Harley always made some kind of noise. "Been meaning to find a good tow service anyway, case I break down out on the road. Might as well check her operation, see if she's worth Corona's attention."

It was thin reasoning and they both knew it. But Smoke nodded slowly, and Rivet saw the calculation behind his cousin's eyes. This was a test. See if the road-worn mechanical genius could handle a simple intelligence gathering mission without going rogue and starting a war.

"You report back before you do anything." Smoke's words carried the weight of an order. "You see something that needs immediate intervention, you call for backup. You do not engage alone. Clear?"

"Crystal." Rivet kept his voice level, professional. The kind of response that said he understood chain of command even if his record suggested otherwise.

"Dread goes with you for initial contact." Smoke glanced at his VP. "You scope the situation together, report back. We move when we've got full intelligence, not before."

Rivet's jaw tightened but he nodded. Fair enough. He'd earned the babysitter through five years of making his own calls with other clubs. Time to prove he could follow orders from the brotherhood he actually wanted to belong to.

Church broke up with the usual efficiency. Brothers dispersed to their various responsibilities—Mad Dog to the armory, Django to his surveillance equipment, Brick to coordinate security rotations. The compound operated like a military base because most of these men had learned their skills in places where mistakes got you killed.

Rivet headed back to the custom shop, trying to burn off the restless energy that always hit him when he was caged. The shop was his refuge, the one place where his brain could quiet down and focus on something concrete. Engines didn't lie. Metal didn't have hidden agendas. You diagnosed the problem, you fixed it, you moved on.

"You got a thing for widows or you just looking to prove yourself?"

Rivet turned to find Tornado leaning in the doorway. The club's secretary and intelligence specialist had the kind of mind that saw patterns in chaos. His old lady Jessica ran their digital operations, and between them they knew everything that happened within a hundred miles of the compound.

"I got a thing for people getting squeezed by connected assholes." Rivet picked up a torque wrench, checked its calibration out of habit. "Saw it enough times on the road. Usually ends with someone in the ground and a family losing everything."

"You also got a thing for acting first and dealing with consequences later." Tornado's observation held no judgment, just statement of fact. "That work for you with the clubs you contracted with?"

"Sometimes." Rivet set down the torque wrench, met Tornado's eyes directly. "Got me run out of Tampa. Got me five years of never staying anywhere long enough to matter. Got me a reputation for being reliable in a fight but a pain in the ass to command."

"And now you're back here trying to earn your patch with a brotherhood that values discipline as much as loyalty." Tornado pushed off the doorframe, walked into the shop proper. "Smoke's testing you. You know that, right?"

"Yeah." Rivet grabbed a shop rag, wiped his hands even though they were already clean. Nervous energy looking for an outlet. "I know."

"So what's your play? You scope this tow company owner, you see Corona's crew putting pressure on her, you gonna wait for orders or you gonna do what you always do?"

It was the question that had been eating at Rivet since Smoke laid out the situation. The answer should've been simple—follow orders, prove he could operate within structure, earn his place. But Rivet had seen too many situations where following orders meant watching innocent people get hurt while bureaucracy ground through its paces.

"I'm gonna do what Smoke told me to." The words felt like swallowing glass. "Gather intel. Report back. Wait for the brotherhood to decide on action."

Tornado studied him for a long moment, then nodded slowly. "Good answer. Let's hope you can actually pull it off."

He left Rivet alone in the shop with his thoughts and a workbench full of tools that suddenly felt less comforting than usual. Rivet looked at his hands—permanently stained with grease, scarred from a thousand mechanical jobs, marked with road ink from clubs across the South. These were the hands of a man who'd spent five years running from permanence, from commitment, from the possibility of disappointing the people who mattered.

Now he was back. Trying to earn his way into the only brotherhood he'd ever actually wanted to belong to. And the first test involved watching a widow with a kid get pressured by a loan shark while Rivet gathered intelligence like a good little soldier.

His phone buzzed. Text from Dread: Tomorrow morning. 9 AM. We scout the tow company.

Rivet typed back: Copy that.

He spent the rest of the evening in the shop, tearing down a carburetor that didn't need rebuilding, just to keep his hands busy and his mind from spinning out on all the ways this could go wrong. Around midnight he gave up, headed to his room, and lay on his bunk staring at the ceiling.

The room was temporary quarters, spartan and impersonal. He'd been living out of a duffel bag for five years, crashing in guest rooms at MC compounds from Georgia to Texas, never unpacking because unpacking meant staying and staying meant risking the kind of connections that could tear you apart when they ended.

But he was tired of running. Tired of being the mechanical genius who showed up, fixed what was broken, and disappeared before anyone got attached. Tired of watching his cousin build something permanent and meaningful while Rivet drifted through other people's lives like smoke through a screen door.

He wanted this. Wanted the patch, wanted the brotherhood, wanted to belong somewhere that mattered. Which meant he had to prove he could follow orders, even when every instinct screamed at him to take independent action.

Tomorrow he'd meet Katie Carlyle. He'd assess her situation with professional detachment. He'd report back to Smoke. He'd wait for the brotherhood to decide on a course of action.

He'd do everything right.

Rivet closed his eyes and tried to believe his own bullshit. Somewhere in the compound, brothers were sleeping next to their old ladies, building lives that extended beyond the next contract or the next town. Smoke with Lana and their growing family. Dread with Isabella. All of them with roots that went deeper than asphalt and chrome.

That could be him. If he didn't screw it up.

If he could keep his protective instincts leashed long enough to prove he belonged.

If a widow with a tow company and a threatened kid didn't trigger every reckless impulse he'd spent five years indulging.

Tomorrow would tell.
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Katie was three miles into a highway tow when the headlights appeared in her rearview mirror.

Two vehicles, closing fast on the empty stretch of I-80 east of Reno. Wednesday night, past eleven, and the highway was a ribbon of darkness broken only by her truck's running lights and the disabled sedan she was hauling. The kind of isolation that made smart people nervous and stupid people bold.

She'd picked up the call twenty minutes ago—tourist from California with a blown transmission, stranded on the shoulder. Simple job. Hook up, haul back to her lot, collect payment, go home and check on Emma for the fifth time even though her daughter was perfectly safe asleep in her own bed with the security system armed and Katie's .38 in the nightstand drawer.

The vehicles behind her weren't slowing down.

Katie's hands tightened on the wheel. Her truck was doing fifty-five, which was the safe speed for hauling a load this size. The pursuing vehicles were doing seventy, maybe eighty, eating up the distance between them with predatory intent.

She grabbed her phone, thumb hovering over 911. But what would she say? Two cars driving fast on a highway wasn't a crime. They hadn't done anything yet. And calling the cops meant questions, reports, paperwork that would put her on Corona's radar even more than she already was.

Six days left on his deadline. Six days to figure out how to protect Emma and keep the business her father built. Six days to find a solution that didn't involve surrender or sacrifice.

The first vehicle pulled alongside her truck in the passing lane. Dark SUV, tinted windows, expensive. It matched pace with her wrecker, boxing her in against the shoulder. The second vehicle—a sedan, equally dark—hung back in her blind spot.

Katie's heart hammered against her ribs but she kept her breathing steady. Show fear and they'd feed on it. She'd learned that lesson the hard way over three years of solo towing in bad neighborhoods.

The SUV's passenger window rolled down. A man leaned out—not Derek this time, but cut from the same cloth. Shaved head, prison tattoos crawling up his neck, dead eyes that reflected the highway lights like a predator caught in a spotlight.

"Pull over!" His voice barely carried over the road noise and diesel engine rumble.

Katie kept driving. Her exit was two miles ahead. Once she got off the highway, she'd have options. Side streets, neighborhoods with witnesses, places where a tow truck wasn't isolated prey on an empty road.

The man in the SUV pulled a gun. Pointed it at her through the open window with casual familiarity that said he'd done this before and would do it again.

"I said pull the fuck over!"

Katie's foot moved toward the brake before conscious thought caught up. Three years of handling dangerous situations warred with pure survival instinct. Stop and they'd drag her out of the truck. Keep going and they might shoot out her tires, send her and the disabled sedan into a rollover that would kill them both.

The SUV swerved closer, forcing her toward the shoulder. Katie fought the wheel, trying to maintain control while the wrecker's tires hit the rumble strips with a teeth-rattling vibration.

Then headlights appeared ahead of them, coming fast from the opposite direction. A single light, weaving through traffic with aggressive precision.

Motorcycle.

It crossed the median through a gap in the barrier—illegal as hell and smooth as silk—and suddenly it was on their side of the highway, accelerating into the space between Katie's truck and the pursuing vehicles.

The rider wore no helmet, just a black bandana over his lower face and a leather cut that marked him as MC even from a distance. He was lean and wiry on the bike, moving with the kind of fluid control that came from years of riding like the machine was part of his body.

He pulled alongside the SUV, matched its speed, and kicked the side panel with brutal force. The impact sent the vehicle swerving away from Katie's truck. The man with the gun jerked back inside, and Katie heard the crack of gunfire over the engine noise.

The rider dropped back, letting the SUV pull ahead, then accelerated past Katie's wrecker to position himself between her truck and the trailing sedan. She caught a glimpse of gray eyes through her side mirror—cold and calculating, tracking threats with tactical precision.

The SUV
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