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The silver Honda had been parked across the street for three hours.

Shayla Moss kept her eyes on the laptop screen, scrolling through Emma Whitfield's senior portraits with the practiced focus of someone who'd learned to notice everything in her peripheral vision. Same car. Same tinted windows. Different day.

Wednesday made it five days in a row.

She adjusted the contrast on a shot of Emma laughing against the brick wall backdrop, the girl's genuine joy frozen in pixels while Shayla's stomach churned with the kind of fear that tasted like copper and sleepless nights. The photograph was good—natural, unforced, the kind of moment parents paid premium prices to preserve. Emma would love it. Her mother would cry happy tears and order the deluxe package.

None of that mattered if Shayla was dead before the prints arrived.

One week. The note on her smashed windshield had been specific. One week to reconsider your position, or we'll reconsider your future.

Six days ago. Which meant tomorrow was the deadline, and she'd spent every night since then wondering if her stubbornness would get her killed.

The photography studio felt different now—smaller, more exposed, the large front windows that had seemed so inviting when she'd first converted her uncle's old camera shop suddenly feeling like fishbowls. Anyone could see in. Anyone could watch her work, track her movements, wait for the moment she was alone and vulnerable.

She was always alone now.

Shayla saved Emma's proofs and closed the laptop, her reflection ghosting across the dark screen. Natural curls she'd given up fighting years ago. Warm brown skin that photographed beautifully in the golden hour light she loved. Eyes that used to spark with creative energy and now carried shadows that no amount of concealer could hide.

Uncle Dean would have known what to do. He'd spent forty years in this building, knew every creak of the old hardwood floors, every draft from the poorly sealed windows, every regular customer and their extended families. He would have seen Gary Kemp for what he was long before Shayla discovered the stolen merchandise in her storage room.

But Uncle Dean was six months dead, and Shayla had inherited a building, a business, and apparently, a connection to a theft ring she'd never asked for.

Should have called the police, the rational part of her brain whispered for the hundredth time. Should have let them handle it.

And tell them what? That her former employee—the one Uncle Dean had trusted for eight years—had been using her storage room to move stolen goods? That she'd found boxes of electronics with scratched-off serial numbers hidden behind her backdrop collection? That when she'd confronted Gary and kicked him out, he'd smiled that cold smile and said she'd regret it?

The police would have asked questions she couldn't answer. Would have investigated a business she was still learning to run. Would have drawn attention to a young Black woman who'd inherited property in a town where people still whispered about whether she really deserved what Uncle Dean left her.

No. She'd handled it herself. Kicked Gary out, changed the locks, installed a security camera that captured grainy footage of the men who'd smashed her windshield three nights later.

Lot of good that had done.

Shayla glanced at the clock—4:52 PM. Early enough to close up, late enough that it wouldn't look like running. She'd been varying her schedule all week, never leaving at the same time twice, taking different routes home, parking in different spots. Amateur hour survival tactics from a woman who'd never had to survive anything more dangerous than a difficult client.

The silver Honda hadn't moved.

She was reaching for her bag when the front door opened.

Two men walked in with the kind of casual menace that made her throat close. The first was thick-necked and heavy, shoulders straining a leather jacket that probably cost more than her monthly rent. The second was leaner, meaner, with eyes that swept the studio like he was cataloging everything worth taking.

Including her.

"Ms. Moss." Thick-neck smiled, and there was nothing friendly in it. "Heard you've been hard to reach lately."

Shayla's hand found the tripod leaning against her desk. Heavy aluminum, sturdy enough to support her best camera. Heavy enough to crack a skull if she swung it right.

If she swung it right. If she was fast enough. If these men hadn't done this a hundred times before with people who actually knew how to fight.

"Studio's closed." Her voice came out steadier than she felt. "You'll have to make an appointment."

"We're not here for pictures, sweetheart." The lean one drifted toward the window display, fingering a framed print of the Ozark sunrise she'd shot last fall. "We're here to help you make smart decisions."

"I've already made my decision."

"See, that's the problem." Thick-neck took a step closer, and Shayla's grip tightened on the tripod. "Mr. Polk doesn't think you've fully considered the situation. The storage room, the merchandise, the opportunity you're throwing away—"

"The opportunity to be a criminal?" She shouldn't antagonize them. Every survival instinct screamed to stay quiet, stay small, wait for them to leave. But her uncle hadn't raised a coward, and she'd be damned if she let these men see her shake. "Hard pass."

Something flickered in Thick-neck's eyes. Annoyance, maybe. Or anticipation.

"Gary said you had a mouth on you." He was close enough now that she could smell his cologne—expensive, probably stolen. "Said you'd need convincing."

"Gary can go to hell."

"He might." The lean one had moved while she was focused on his partner, positioning himself between her and the back door. "But you'll get there first if you don't start cooperating."

Shayla calculated distances. The front door was fifteen feet away, blocked by Thick-neck. The back door was twenty feet and one armed obstacle. The tripod in her hand felt pathetically inadequate against two men who clearly did this for a living.

She was going to die in her uncle's studio. Over stolen electronics and a storage room she'd never even used.

"Mr. Polk wants an answer." Thick-neck reached into his jacket, and Shayla's heart stopped. "Tonight. Either you're back in business, providing a valuable service to the community—"

"Or?"

He smiled. "Or we'll have a different conversation about your future."

The tripod was too light. She knew it even as she shifted her weight, preparing to swing. Too light, too slow, too little against men who'd killed before and would kill again without losing sleep.

But she'd go down fighting. For Uncle Dean. For the building he'd trusted her with. For the stubborn, stupid pride that wouldn't let her become a criminal just to stay alive.

"Last chance, Ms. Moss." Thick-neck's hand was still in his jacket, fingers wrapped around something she didn't want to see. "Make the smart choice."

Shayla raised the tripod.

The front door crashed open.

She registered details in fragments—broad shoulders filling the doorway, a leather vest with patches she couldn't read, dark eyes that swept the room and landed on her with an intensity that made her breath catch. Young, maybe her age, with the lean build of someone who worked for every muscle and the kind of coiled energy that said he'd already decided how this was going to end.

The prospect from the coffee shop next door. The one who'd been coming in every day for the past two months, ordering the same black coffee, lingering over photographs he pretended to browse while watching her work. She'd noticed him the way she noticed everyone—with a photographer's eye for interesting faces and the wariness of a woman who'd learned that male attention wasn't always safe.

Right now, his attention wasn't on her.

Thick-neck had spun at the sound, hand yanking free from his jacket. The lean one was already reaching for something at his hip.

The prospect didn't move. Didn't flinch. Just stood in that doorway like he'd been carved from mountain rock, something in his expression that made Shayla's stomach flip in a way that had nothing to do with fear.

"Studio's closed." His voice was quiet, but it carried. "Lady said so."

"This doesn't concern you, boy." Thick-neck's smile had turned ugly. "Walk away."

"Can't do that."

Shayla's grip on the tripod tightened as she watched something shift in the prospect's eyes—a calculation finishing, a decision solidifying. He looked at her for one endless heartbeat, and she saw it there: the readiness to die for a woman he'd never spoken to.

Then he looked back at the men, and his mouth curved into something that wasn't quite a smile.

"See, I've been watching this place for weeks. The lady with the camera and the smile that could stop traffic." His weight shifted, subtle, dangerous. "Noticed you boys watching too. Noticed the car. Noticed her looking scared."

"Not your problem."

"Made it my problem the minute you walked through that door."

The lean one moved first—fast, trained, the kind of speed that came from experience. Shayla screamed a warning, already swinging the tripod even though she was too far away to help.

She didn't need to.

The prospect met the charge like he'd been waiting for it, all that coiled energy exploding into brutal motion. One punch, perfectly placed. The lean one crumpled.

Thick-neck's hand cleared his jacket—a gun, black and deadly—but the prospect was already there, inside his reach, doing something with his hands that made the bigger man howl and drop the weapon.

Shayla didn't remember crossing the room. One second she was behind her desk with a tripod, the next she was kicking the gun away, her heart pounding so hard she could hear it in her ears.

Thick-neck was on his knees now, the prospect's arm around his throat in a chokehold that looked professional. The lean one groaned on the floor, not getting up.

"Here's what's going to happen." The prospect's voice was still quiet, still steady, like he hadn't just dismantled two criminals in under thirty seconds. "You're going to tell your boss that this woman is off-limits. This studio, this block, this whole goddamn building—it belongs to someone now. And if I see either of you within a hundred yards of here again, they'll never find enough of you to identify."

He released the chokehold, shoving Thick-neck toward his partner. "Get out."

They went. Stumbling, cursing, throwing looks over their shoulders that promised this wasn't over—but they went.

The door closed behind them.

Silence.

Shayla realized she was shaking. The tripod clattered from her fingers, hitting the floor with a sound that made her flinch. Her legs felt like water. Her chest felt like fire. Her whole body felt like it belonged to someone else, someone who hadn't just watched violence erupt in her uncle's sacred space.

The prospect turned to her, and this close she could see the scar on his left arm, the eager intensity in his dark eyes, the way his chest rose and fell just slightly faster than normal—the only sign that any of this had affected him at all.

"You okay?" he asked.

Shayla stared at him. At the patches on his vest, the ones she could read now—Ozark Outlaws MC curving over a skull wrapped in mountain laurel. Prospect on a smaller patch below.

A biker. An outlaw. A man who'd just walked into her studio and destroyed two criminals like it was nothing.

"Who are you?" she whispered.

His mouth curved again, and this time it was almost a smile. Something warmer underneath all that danger.

"Name's Axle." Those dark eyes held hers, and she felt it—the same electric pull she'd noticed every time he walked into the coffee shop, amplified a thousand times by adrenaline and fear and something that felt terrifyingly like safety. "And sweetheart, we need to talk."
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The Ozark Outlaws compound sat fifteen miles outside Branson, buried in mountains so deep the tourists never found it. Axle guided his Harley up the steep gravel road, engine rumbling off limestone cliffs, and tried to figure out how the hell he was going to explain what he'd just done.

Prospects didn't bring problems to church. That was rule one. You kept your head down, handled the shit jobs, proved you were worth the patch before you started asking brothers to solve your messes.

But Shayla's face kept flashing behind his eyes—the fear she'd tried to hide, the backbone she'd shown when she raised that tripod, the way her voice had shaken when she asked who he was. She'd been ready to fight. Ready to die in her uncle's studio rather than become a criminal.

That kind of courage deserved protection.

The compound opened up ahead: converted resort property, main clubhouse built from rough-hewn timber and mountain stone, member cabins scattered through the trees like they'd grown there. Bikes lined the gravel lot—chrome catching the last of the sunset, engines still ticking from recent rides. Home. The only one Axle had known since the warehouse threw him away like outdated equipment.

He parked in the prospect row, farthest from the clubhouse door, and killed the engine. Sat there for a moment in the cooling mountain air, running through what he knew.

Theft ring. Fifteen years in operation. Using local businesses as waypoints for stolen merchandise. A photographer who'd discovered the truth and refused to cooperate. Escalating pressure from men who didn't leave loose ends.

And him—the youngest prospect, the newest brother, the former warehouse worker nobody expected anything from—standing between Shayla Moss and whatever came next.

She's not yours to protect, the rational part of his brain warned. You don't even know her.

But he remembered the way she'd looked at him in that doorway. The moment recognition had flickered through her fear—she'd noticed him too. All those weeks of black coffee and pretending to browse photographs, and she'd noticed.

That made it his business.

Axle swung off his bike and headed for the clubhouse.

The main room smelled like motor oil and woodsmoke, leather and the cheap whiskey someone had spilled near the bar. A few brothers were scattered around the pool tables—Timber's massive frame bent over a shot, Whiskey watching with the patient focus of a man about to take his money. Music played low from somewhere, country rock mixing with the steady rumble of voices.

Normal evening. Nothing special. Just another Wednesday at the compound.

Stone sat at the bar with Reaver, their conversation too quiet to catch. The president's scarred hand curled around a glass of something dark, and his eyes found Axle the moment he walked through the door.

Forty-three years of mountain justice in that stare. The kind of man who'd watched his world die and rebuilt it through blood and brotherhood.

"Prospect." Stone's voice carried without rising
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