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The bell over Gregory's Bait & Tackle chimed at exactly four-thirty, the same time it had chimed every Tuesday for the past six weeks. Sam didn't need to look up from the invoice she was reviewing to know who'd walked through her door.

Derek Paulson moved through her shop like he owned it, his designer loafers silent on the scuffed linoleum her grandfather had installed forty years ago. The smell of his cologne—something expensive and aggressive—cut through the familiar scents of rubber worms and WD-40.

"Ms. Gregory." His voice was smooth as river stone. "Hope I'm not catching you at a bad time."

Sam set down her pen with deliberate care, meeting his eyes across the counter. "Mr. Paulson. Tuesday at four-thirty. You're nothing if not predictable."

His smile didn't reach his eyes. "Consistency is good business practice. Speaking of which, I'm here with another offer from Nevada Outdoor Sports."

"And I'm here with the same answer I gave you last Tuesday. And the Tuesday before that." Sam leaned back against the pegboard wall lined with fishing line spools, her grandfather's watch heavy on her wrist. "The shop's not for sale."

"I understand the sentimental attachment." Paulson moved closer, his manicured fingers trailing along the display case where her best fly-tying materials sat. "Your grandfather built something special here. Three generations of Gregory knowledge about every fishing hole from Pyramid Lake to Tahoe."

"Then you understand why I'm not interested in your offer."

"This week's offer is considerably more generous than last week's." He pulled a folded document from his jacket pocket, laying it on the counter between them. "Seventy-five thousand above market value. Plus a consulting contract if you want to stay on and share that expertise with our customers."

Sam didn't touch the paper. She'd learned that much over six weeks of Tuesdays—never look at the numbers. Numbers made you think. Thinking made you weak.

"My answer's the same at any price."

Something shifted behind Paulson's corporate mask. Just a flicker, gone so fast Sam might have imagined it. But she'd spent too many years reading the micro-expressions of customers trying to return used tackle to miss it.

"You know what I admire about you, Samantha?" He picked up a fishing knife from the display, testing the edge with his thumb. "That stubborn Gregory pride. Your grandfather had it. Your father has it. Hell, even after the stroke, he still comes in here twice a week to sit behind that counter and pretend he can still work the register."

The mention of her father sent ice down Sam's spine. "Put the knife down and get out."

"I'm just making conversation." But he set the knife down, his movements careful. "The thing about pride is that it can blind people to reality. This isn't personal, Samantha. It's just business evolution. Big fish eat little fish. Nevada Outdoor Sports has the capital and infrastructure to serve this market better than a single-owner operation struggling to break even."

"I said get out."

"The fishing industry is changing. Online retailers, big box stores, corporate consolidation. How long do you think a shop like this can survive? Another year? Two?" He straightened his cuffs, and Sam noticed his watch probably cost more than her monthly inventory order. "We're offering you a golden parachute. A chance to land on your feet before you crash."

"I've been hearing that 'crash' prediction since I took over after Dad's stroke." Sam crossed her arms, feeling the familiar weight of exhaustion in her shoulders. "Funny thing is, we're still here. Serving customers who actually care about fishing, not shareholders who've never touched a rod."

"Admirable." Paulson's smile was back, practiced and empty. "But sentiment doesn't pay property taxes. Or supplier invoices. Or keep the lights on when your margins get thinner every quarter."

He knew too much. Way too much about her finances, her struggles, the reality she faced every time she reviewed the books. Sam's stomach tightened.

"How I run my business is none of your concern."

"Of course not." He moved toward the door, then paused. "Although I did hear from a mutual acquaintance that your credit lines have been flagged for review. Something about payment history concerns with your primary tackle suppliers."

The ice in Sam's spine spread to her chest. "What are you talking about?"

"Just gossip. You know how these industry circles are—everyone talks." Paulson pulled a business card from his pocket, setting it on the counter. "My offer stands until end of business Friday. After that, well. Insurance premiums have been going up across the board. Accidents happen to older buildings that aren't up to current fire codes. Would hate to see fifty years of Gregory history go up in smoke over something preventable."

The threat wasn't even veiled anymore. Sam's hands curled into fists at her sides.

"Get. Out."

"Think about it, Samantha. Really think about whether your pride is worth risking everything your grandfather built." Paulson opened the door, the bell chiming cheerfully. "See you next Tuesday."

The door closed behind him. Sam stood frozen behind the counter, her heart hammering against her ribs. The shop was silent except for the hum of the aerator tanks and the distant sound of traffic on Mill Street.

Her phone buzzed. Three emails, all hitting her inbox within seconds of each other.

Credit Review Notice - Gregory's Bait & Tackle - Action Required

Payment Terms Under Review - Immediate Response Requested

Account Status Change - Berkley Fishing Tackle Supply

Sam's fingers trembled as she opened the first email. Her three primary suppliers—the ones who provided eighty percent of her inventory—had all simultaneously flagged her accounts for credit review. Payments that had been net-30 for a decade were now cash-on-delivery pending review.

It was clinical. Precise. Perfectly timed to arrive the moment Paulson walked out her door.

This wasn't just corporate pressure anymore. Someone with serious reach had just demonstrated they could choke her supply chain with a few phone calls. Someone who knew exactly how thin her margins were, how dependent she was on vendor credit to maintain inventory.

Someone who wanted her to understand that refusing the buyout had consequences.

Sam sank onto the stool behind the register, her grandfather's watch face blurring as tears she refused to shed burned her eyes. She'd faced years of struggle keeping this place alive after her father's collapse. Working seventy-hour weeks, teaching fly-tying classes on weekends, personally delivering orders to keep customers happy. Watching her bank account hover just above zero while she paid suppliers and employees before herself.

But she'd never felt truly afraid until right now.

The front door opened again, the bell making her jump. Sam's hand moved instinctively toward the fishing knife Paulson had touched, her body coiled and ready.

"Easy there." The man who walked in raised his hands, his voice low and calm. "Just looking for some tackle advice."

He was tall and lean, wearing a leather vest over a black t-shirt, patches marking him as Reckoning Riders MC. A prospect patch sat where a full member's colors would go. His forearms were sun-damaged and scarred, hands calloused in a way that spoke of hard physical work. An anchor tattoo peeked from under his right sleeve.

Salt-and-pepper stubble covered a strong jaw, and his eyes were the color of deep water—gray-green and watchful. The kind of eyes that saw everything and revealed nothing.

"We're about to close," Sam said, her voice steadier than she felt.

"Won't take long." He moved through the shop with surprising care, his boots silent despite his size. "Heard you know the fishing around Pyramid Lake better than anyone in Reno."

"Who told you that?"

"Guy at the marina." He stopped in front of her fly display, studying the hand-tied lures with what looked like genuine interest. "Said if I wanted to catch anything bigger than bluegill, Gregory's was the only place worth visiting."

Despite everything, Sam felt herself responding to the compliment. Her grandfather had taught her to tie flies before she could write her own name. "What are you targeting?"

"Cutthroat trout. Heard there's good action this time of year if you know where to look." He glanced at her, and something in his expression made her think he'd noticed her red-rimmed eyes. "You okay?"

"Fine." Sam stood, moving around the counter to the fly section. Armor on, the mask she'd worn since taking over this place. "Cutthroat at Pyramid this season, you want to match the tui chub baitfish. Bigger flies, streamers in white and silver."

She pulled down three patterns, laying them on the counter. Her hands were stable again, muscle memory taking over. This she could do. This she knew.

The prospect studied the flies with the attention of someone who actually understood fishing, not the glazed look of tourists who bought whatever she recommended. "These your patterns?"

"My grandfather's, mostly. I modified some of the tying for modern materials." She picked up a particularly complex streamer. "This one's been catching well near the south shore drop-offs."

"You tie these yourself?"

"Every fly in this shop." The pride was automatic, hard-won. "Teach classes on weekends if you want to learn."

"Might take you up on that." He selected all three patterns. "You do guide service?"

"Not anymore. Don't have time." Sam rang up his purchase, accepting his cash. As she counted his change, she noticed more scars on his hands—burn marks, line cuts, the kind of damage that came from working with ropes and nets.

"You're a fisherman," she said. Not a question.

His mouth quirked in something that wasn't quite a smile. "Used to be. Commercial boats, deep sea crews. Different kind of fishing than this."

"What brought you to Reno?"

"Looking for something different." He pocketed the flies and his change. "Sometimes you need to start over somewhere new."

Sam understood that better than he knew. "Well. Good luck with the cutthroat."

"Thanks." He headed for the door, then paused. "That guy who was in here before me. Suit and expensive watch."

Her stomach dropped. "What about him?"

"Seemed like he was threatening you." The prospect's voice stayed casual, but his eyes had gone lethal. "Just an observation from someone who's seen that kind of pressure before."

"I can handle my own business."

"Yeah. I can see that." He opened the door, bells chiming. "But if you ever need help handling it, Gregory's is on Reckoning Riders' patrol route now. We're good at solving problems the law won't touch."

He was gone before Sam could respond, the rumble of his motorcycle fading down Mill Street.

She locked the door behind him and pulled down the shade, her hands shaking again. The shop felt smaller suddenly, the walls pressing in. Fifty years of Gregory history, generations of knowledge and hard work and community trust.

All of it burning away under Derek Paulson's carefully delivered threats.

Sam pulled out her phone and stared at the credit review emails. Cash-on-delivery meant no inventory. No inventory meant no sales. No sales meant—

Her phone rang. Unknown number.

She answered without thinking. "Gregory's Bait & Tackle."

"Ms. Gregory." The voice was older, refined, with East Coast edges softened by years out west. "My name is Vincent Liotta. I believe my associate Derek Paulson visited your establishment this afternoon."

Sam's blood went icy. "Who are you?"

"Someone who appreciates good business and respects family legacy. I understand you're experiencing some supply chain difficulties." A pause, perfectly timed. "Those situations can be resolved. But they require cooperation from all parties involved."

"What do you want?"

"The same thing Mr. Paulson offered. A fair price for your property, a consulting role if you desire it, and the peace of mind that comes from working with professionals who understand this market."

"And if I refuse?"

"Then you'll discover that running a small business in today's economy is very difficult without proper support systems." Liotta's voice remained pleasant, conversational. "Supplier relationships. Permitting issues. Insurance coverage. So many moving parts that need to work together smoothly."

The threat was crystal clear. Agree to the buyout or watch everything her grandfather built get systematically destroyed.

"I'll think about it," Sam heard herself say.

"I'm glad you're being reasonable. Mr. Paulson will be in touch." The line went dead.

Sam stood in her darkened shop, surrounded by fifty years of Gregory history, and realized she was fighting something much bigger than corporate competition.

She was fighting someone with the power to make her disappear.

And she had until Friday to figure out how to survive.
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Rail took his seat at the prospect table and kept his mouth shut. Three months wearing the bottom rocker had taught him that church was for listening, not talking. The patched members sat around the main table—Smoke at the head, Dread on his right, the rest of the brotherhood arranged by seniority and role.

The custom shop smelled like motor oil and leather, familiar scents that reminded him of diesel fuel and salt water. Different work, same discipline required.

"Prospects report," Smoke said, his voice carrying the authority of a man who'd built this club from betrayal and rage. "Anything unusual on patrol routes?"

The other two prospects gave their reports first. Nothing significant—drunk college kids near the university, a domestic dispute they'd called into Django's wife at Metro, routine shit that kept the peace in Reckoning Riders territory.

Rail waited until they finished. "Gregory's Bait & Tackle on Mill Street. Been working part-time there doing inventory and dock work for the past month."

Smoke's eyes sharpened. "And?"

"Corporate pressure. Guy named Derek Paulson from Nevada Outdoor Sports has been coming in every Tuesday with buyout offers. Owner keeps refusing." Rail kept his report factual, the way he'd learned reporting to boat captains about weather and catch rates. "Today the pressure escalated. Threats about insurance, fire codes, accidents. He left and she got simultaneous credit holds from her three main suppliers within minutes."

"Coordinated?" Dread leaned forward, his VP instincts already analyzing the pattern.

"Timed to the second. Someone with serious reach made those calls." Rail thought about Sam's face when she'd read those emails, the way her hands had trembled before she locked it down. "Then she got a phone call. Couldn't hear the conversation but she went pale. After I left, I circled back and watched. She locked up early, pulled the shades. Scared."

Smoke exchanged looks with Tornado, who handled club intelligence. "You get a name on the caller?"

"No. But Paulson mentioned 'proper support systems' and knowing her financial situation in detail. This isn't just corporate buyout tactics." Rail had seen this kind of systematic pressure before, watching Coast Guard shake down boat captains in Florida. "Someone's applying real leverage."

"Nevada Outdoor Sports." Tornado pulled out his phone, fingers already moving. "That's the chain that tried buying out that gun shop in Sparks last year. Owner refused, had three fires in six months before his insurance got canceled."

"What happened to him?" Rail asked.

"Sold for thirty cents on the dollar and left the state." Smoke's expression went dangerous. "We weren't watching close enough then. What else you got on Gregory's?"

Rail had been waiting three months for a chance to prove himself. Time to show he'd done his homework. "Owner's Samantha Gregory, thirty-one, third generation running the place. Her grandfather founded it fifty years ago, father had a stroke three years back and she took over. Shop's barely profitable but she's got deep roots in the fishing community. Knows every hole from Pyramid Lake to Tahoe, ties her own flies, teaches classes on weekends."

"Why target a bait shop?" Mad Dog asked. "Can't be worth much."

"Location." Rail had thought about this on the ride back to the compound. "Mill Street corridor is gentrifying fast. Prime real estate for the kind of upscale sporting goods stores that sell three-hundred-dollar fly rods to tech guys with money. Small shop like Gregory's is blocking development."

"Or it's positioning." Dread's tactical mind was already working the angles. "You control the retail corridor, you control the legitimate front businesses. Classic organized crime playbook—buy up storefronts for money laundering operations."

Smoke nodded slowly. "Tornado, dig into Nevada Outdoor Sports ownership. Find out who's really behind the buyout pressure."

"On it." Tornado was already typing.

"Rail." Smoke's attention fixed on him, and Rail felt the weight of evaluation. "You got relationships at this shop?"

"Been working dock and inventory for a month. Owner trusts me enough to let me handle stock alone. I can read water and weather—learned to read people too from managing fishing crews." Rail kept his voice steady. "She needs someone watching her back. Someone who understands pressure tactics and won't escalate until we know what we're facing."

"You volunteering to babysit?" Brick asked, not quite mocking but testing.

"Volunteering to do reconnaissance while being useful." Rail met the Road Captain's eyes without flinching. "I've got legitimate reason to be there, she's comfortable with me, and I know enough about fishing to contribute instead of just lurking. Better than rolling up in colors and scaring her off."

Smoke studied him for a long moment. Rail had learned that the president didn't rush decisions, didn't fill silence just because it stretched. He waited.

"You want to prove yourself," Smoke finally said. Not a question.

"I want to protect someone who's getting crushed by the same kind of corrupt pressure that brought me here." Rail's voice stayed level but he let the truth show. "I've seen what happens when authorities with power decide you're in their way. They took my captain's license, blackballed me from every fishing port in Florida, all because I wouldn't let some dirty Coast Guard officer shake me down. She's facing the same thing—someone with reach deciding her family legacy doesn't matter because they want what she's got."

The brotherhood exchanged glances. They'd all come to Reckoning Riders running from corrupt systems, looking for a place where loyalty meant something and justice got served outside legal channels that protected the connected.

"Stay close," Smoke decided. "Keep working the shop, build trust, gather intelligence. But Rail—you're prospect. That means you follow orders and don't go rogue if this gets ugly. We've seen organized crime in Reno before. If that's what this is, it's brotherhood business. You clear?"

"Clear." Relief flooded through Rail, carefully controlled. "I stay close, gather intel, report back. No cowboy shit."

"Good." Smoke glanced around the table. "Tornado, I want full background on Nevada Outdoor Sports, ownership structure, any
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