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The leather chair creaked under Knife's weight as he shifted forward, elbows on his knees, waiting for President Viper to finish reading his file. The prospect had been called into the chapel at eight sharp—never a good sign when it came before morning coffee and the usual bullshit that filled their days.

Sunlight streamed through the reinforced windows of the Chaos Riders' main clubhouse, highlighting the dust motes floating between them like tiny specks of judgment. Knife had spent two years earning his way to this moment, two years of proving himself worthy of the patch that would make him a full member instead of just another wannabe kissing ass for scraps of respect.

"Says here you took out three Scorpion prospects last month without backup." Viper's gravelly voice cut through the silence. The man's scarred face remained impassive as he continued reading. "Broken ribs, shattered jaw, one with a concussion that kept him in the hospital for a week."

"They were moving product too close to our territory." Knife kept his voice level, hands steady on his thighs. "Figured they needed a reminder about boundaries."

"You figured." Viper set the file down and leaned back in his chair, studying Knife with those cold gray eyes that had intimidated harder men than him. "And when Reaper told you to wait for backup?"

"Waiting would have let them establish a foothold." Knife met the president's stare without flinching. "Sometimes you've got to act fast or lose the advantage."

A slow smile spread across Viper's face, the kind that usually meant someone was about to have a very bad day. "That kind of thinking is exactly what we need for your final test."

The words hit Knife like a sledgehammer to the chest. Final test. After two years of prospects coming and going, of watching men wash out or get their patches, he was finally getting his shot at becoming a full member of the Chaos Riders MC.

"There's a problem that needs solving," Viper continued, reaching into his desk drawer. He pulled out a thick manila folder and tossed it across the polished wood surface. "Local crime boss named Eddie Van Duesen has been extorting businesses near our medical complex. Started small—a restaurant here, a dry cleaner there. But now he's demanding protection money from every shop within six blocks of our operation."

Knife opened the folder, scanning the surveillance photos and police reports inside. Eddie Van Duesen looked like every other small-time wannabe gangster—expensive suit, gold chains, the kind of mustache that belonged in a bad movie from the eighties. But the reports painted a different picture. Burns on business owners who refused to pay. Windows smashed. A convenience store clerk in the hospital after Eddie's boys worked him over with baseball bats.

"His crew is demanding two grand a month from each business," Viper said. "Pay up or they torch the place. Already burned out two shops last week when the owners got stubborn."

"How many in his crew?" Knife flipped through more photos, memorizing faces and names.

"Six regulars, maybe eight on busy nights. They operate out of an old warehouse on Industrial Boulevard, but Eddie likes to make his collections personally. Thinks it adds to his reputation."

Knife nodded, already formulating a plan. Take out the lieutenants first, work his way up the chain until Eddie was isolated and vulnerable. Classic military tactics applied to street-level enforcement.

"This is your test, Knife." Viper's voice carried the weight of absolute authority. "Handle Eddie Van Duesen and his operation. Permanently. Do it clean, do it quiet, and do it fast. The medical complex brings in too much legitimate revenue for us to let some two-bit hustler threaten our territory."

The territorial instinct that had driven Knife since joining the club flared hot in his chest. The medical complex wasn't just business—it was theirs. Club property, club income, club reputation. Eddie Van Duesen touching anything that belonged to the Chaos Riders was like pissing on sacred ground.

"Timeline?" Knife closed the folder, his mind already shifting into tactical mode.

"Two weeks. Long enough to do it right, short enough that Eddie doesn't get comfortable thinking we're not coming." Viper stood up, signaling the end of the meeting. "Succeed, and you get your patch. Fail, and you're out of the club permanently. No second chances, no appeals."

Knife rose from his chair, folder tucked under his arm. The weight of the moment settled on his shoulders like familiar armor. Two years of prospects duties, of proving himself worthy, of earning respect one brutal encounter at a time—it all came down to this.

"Any restrictions on methods?" he asked.

"Just one." Viper's smile turned predatory. "Make sure Eddie understands exactly why he's dying before you put him down. Let him know the Chaos Riders don't tolerate threats to what's ours."

The possessive pride that surged through Knife's veins felt like liquid fire. This was his chance to prove he belonged, to show the club that he could protect their territory with the same lethal precision he'd learned in the Army Rangers. Eddie Van Duesen had picked the wrong neighborhood to play gangster in.

"Consider it done, Prez."

Viper nodded once, dismissing him. Knife headed for the door, already planning his reconnaissance route. The businesses near the medical complex would need to be surveilled, Eddie's patterns documented, his crew's habits analyzed for weaknesses.

But first, he needed to get a look at the ground where this would all go down. See the territory Eddie thought he could steal, understand exactly what the Chaos Riders would be protecting.

The morning sun felt different as he stepped outside the clubhouse—sharper, more focused. Everything looked clearer when you had a mission that mattered, when success meant earning your place among the brotherhood that had become his family.

Two weeks to eliminate Eddie Van Duesen and his operation. Two weeks to prove he deserved the Chaos Riders patch.

Time to get to work.
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The morning rush at Sweet Dreams Bakery had been lighter than usual, and Connie Reed knew exactly why. Word traveled fast in this neighborhood when men in expensive suits started making threats, and her regular customers were smart enough to avoid businesses that might become crime scenes.

She wiped down the display case for the third time, the familiar rhythm of the cloth against glass doing nothing to calm the knots in her stomach. Three days since Eddie Van Duesen's boys had walked through her front door like they owned the place, demanding two thousand dollars a month for "protection services" she'd never asked for.

The bell above the door chimed, and Connie's hand froze on the cleaning rag. But it was just Mrs. Patterson, her elderly neighbor who refused to let threats keep her from her daily cinnamon roll.

"Morning, dear," Mrs. Patterson said, settling her purse on the counter. "You look pale. Everything all right?"

Connie forced a smile, reaching for the bakery box. "Just tired, Mrs. P. The usual?"

"Two rolls today. Harold's feeling better, so he'll want his share." The older woman studied Connie's face with sharp eyes that missed nothing. "You sure you're okay? You've seemed jumpy all week."

"I'm fine, really." Connie wrapped the rolls in tissue paper, her hands steady despite the lie. Mrs. Patterson had enough problems without worrying about gangsters demanding protection money from the neighborhood bakery.

The truth was, Connie had spent six years as a social worker before opening Sweet Dreams, and she knew predators when she saw them. Eddie Van Duesen's lieutenants had that particular combination of arrogance and casual cruelty that came from men who enjoyed hurting people weaker than themselves.

The bigger one, Tommy something, had picked up one of her ceramic decorative plates and let it slip through his fingers, watching it shatter on the floor while his partner laughed. The message was clear enough—pay up, or everything she'd built here would end up in pieces.

"Well, you call me if you need anything," Mrs. Patterson said, taking her box of rolls. "Harold may be retired from the police force, but he still knows how to handle troublemakers."

Connie nodded, knowing that Harold Patterson's arthritis and heart medication wouldn't be much help against men who carried guns like accessories. But she appreciated the gesture, the reminder that there were still good people in the world who looked out for each other.

After Mrs. Patterson left, the bakery fell silent except for the hum of the refrigeration units and the distant sound of traffic on the main road. Connie returned to cleaning, needing something to keep her hands busy while her mind raced through options that all led to the same dead end.

She could pay the two thousand dollars. It would wipe out most of her monthly profit, but Sweet Dreams was doing well enough to absorb the hit without closing. The problem was that men like Eddie Van Duesen never stopped with the first payment. Next month it would be twenty-five hundred, then three thousand, then whatever amount they felt like demanding until her business was nothing more than a front for their operation.

She could go to the police. Report the extortion, provide descriptions, hope that someone in the system actually cared about small business owners being squeezed by local thugs. But Connie had seen enough corruption during her social work years to know how that usually ended—lots of paperwork, no arrests, and Eddie's crew coming back twice as angry for being ratted out.

Or she could fight.

The thought sent a chill down her spine, but it was the only option that didn't involve surrendering everything she'd worked for. Sweet Dreams wasn't just a bakery—it was her fresh start, her proof that she could build something good after years of dealing with the worst humanity had to offer in family services.

Connie walked to the front window and looked out at the street, studying the mix of small businesses that made up this part of the neighborhood. The medical complex dominated the next block, its modern glass and steel structure rising above the older brick buildings like a promise of prosperity. Dr. Larson's people brought steady foot traffic through the area, which was probably what had attracted Eddie's attention in the first place.

A motorcycle rumbled past the window, the deep growl of its engine cutting through the morning quiet. The rider wore black leather and moved with the kind of predatory grace that made Connie step back from the glass instinctively.

Dangerous men seemed to be everywhere lately.

The bell chimed again, and Connie turned with a customer service smile that died on her lips when she saw who was walking through the door. Not Eddie's boys this time, but a man who radiated menace like heat from a furnace.

He was tall and lean, with the kind of military bearing that never really went away even in civilian clothes. Dark hair, darker eyes, and scars on his hands that spoke of violence as a profession rather than an accident of fate. The leather jacket he wore had patches that marked him as part of something organized and territorial.

A biker. One of the Chaos Riders, if the insignia on his jacket was any indication.

"We're open," Connie said, because standing there staring wasn't going to make him go away.

He moved to the counter with economical steps, studying her display case like he was memorizing every detail. When he looked up, his eyes held an intensity that made her stomach flutter with something that wasn't entirely fear.

"Coffee," he said. His voice was rough, like gravel over steel. "Black."

Connie poured from the pot she'd made fresh an hour ago, hyperaware of his gaze tracking her movements. When she set the cup in front of him, their fingers brushed for just a moment, and the contact sent electricity up her arm.

"Two dollars," she managed.

He dropped a five on the counter, still watching her with those predatory eyes. "Keep the change."

"Thank you." She rang up the sale, trying to ignore the way her pulse had kicked into overdrive. Dangerous men were the last thing she needed in her life right now, but this one made her skin feel tight in ways that had nothing to do with fear.

He sipped the coffee, nodding approval. "Good brew."

"I grind the beans fresh every morning." The words came out steadier than she felt. "Most people around here prefer it stronger than the chain stores make it."

"Most people around here have good taste." He set the cup down but made no move to leave. "You own this place?"

"For three years now." Pride crept into her voice despite the circumstances. "Built it from nothing after I left social work."

Something shifted in his expression, a flicker of respect that surprised her. "Takes guts to start your own business."

"Takes stupidity too, some days." The honesty slipped out before she could stop it, and she saw his mouth curve in what might have been a smile.

"Having second thoughts?"

Connie met his gaze directly, remembering all the times she'd faced down abusive parents and corrupt officials who thought a small woman couldn't stand her ground. "Never. This place is mine, and I don't give up what's mine."

The intensity in his eyes sharpened, like she'd said something that interested him far more than casual conversation warranted. He finished his coffee in two long swallows and set the empty cup on the counter.

"Good to know," he said, and walked out without another word.

Connie stood there for a long moment after the door closed, her heart beating faster than it had any right to. The encounter had lasted less than five minutes, but it felt like something significant had just happened, some invisible line had been crossed.

She shook her head, forcing herself back to practical concerns. Eddie Van Duesen was her problem, not mysterious bikers with intense eyes and voices like sin. She had less than a week to figure out how to handle the protection racket before his boys came back for their answer.

But as she went back to cleaning the display case, Connie couldn't shake the memory of how the stranger had looked at her when she'd declared that she didn't give up what was hers. Like he understood exactly what she meant, and approved of the fight he'd seen in her eyes.

Maybe dangerous men weren't always the enemy after all.
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Knife had been watching the bakery for two hours from his position across the street, cataloging the foot traffic patterns and memorizing the faces of every customer who walked through the front door of Sweet Dreams. The surveillance was supposed to be about Eddie Van Duesen's operation, but he kept finding his attention drawn to the woman behind the counter.

Connie Reed moved with an efficiency that spoke of years running her own business, but there was tension in her shoulders that hadn't been there during their brief conversation three days ago. She kept glancing toward the windows, and her smile looked forced whenever customers approached the register.

Something had her spooked.

Knife shifted on his bike, the Harley's engine ticking as it cooled in the afternoon heat. The medical complex rose behind him, a testament to the Chaos Riders' legitimate business interests and exactly the kind of revenue stream that Eddie Van Duesen thought he could muscle in on.

The territorial anger that had been simmering in Knife's chest since Viper's briefing flared hotter. This was club territory, club income, club protection. Every business owner paying Eddie's crew was money stolen from the Chaos Riders' sphere of influence.

A black Escalade turned the corner and pulled up in front of the bakery, its tinted windows and aggressive styling screaming gangster wannabe. Knife straightened, his hand moving instinctively to the knife sheathed at his side as two men climbed out of the vehicle.

Tommy Cruz and Rick Santos, according to
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