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The dealer saw him come through the door and bolted.

Smart enough to run. Stupid enough to think it would matter.

Drifter crossed the bar in four strides, weaving past a pool table and two drunks who had the good sense to press against the wall when they saw his cut. The Renegades patch did that — cleared a room without a word spoken. The dealer hit the back exit hard enough to rattle the frame, spilling into the alley behind the bar where Hot Springs stacked its dumpsters and its secrets in equal measure.

Drifter followed him out into the dark.

The night air hit like a slap — early spring in the Black Hills, cold enough to see breath, the smell of pine resin and old grease rolling off the buildings on either side. The dealer was thirty feet ahead and losing ground fast, his boots slapping wet asphalt, arms pumping like a man who believed distance was the same thing as safety.

It wasn't.

Drifter didn't sprint. He moved at a pace that ate the distance without burning fuel, his lean frame built for exactly this kind of work — the patient, grinding pursuit through tight spaces where big men got stuck and fast men got lost. He'd been running these alleys since he was sixteen years old, sleeping behind dumpsters and eating out of the diner's trash before the sun came up. Every turn was mapped in his bones. Every shadow had a name.

The dealer cut left on Jennings Street. Bad choice. That stretch dead-ended at a chain-link fence behind the old laundromat, and the only way over was a dumpster hop that required knowing the dumpster was there.

Drifter knew.

He came around the corner and found the dealer pressed against the chain-link, fingers hooked through the wire, chest heaving. The fence rattled under his weight like it was laughing at him.

"Wylie." Drifter said the name the way he said most things — once, quiet, with enough weight behind it that repetition would have been redundant.

Danny Wylie turned around. Mid-thirties, wiry, the wasted look of a man who sampled his own product more than his margins could afford. His eyes were wet and wide, scanning the alley for an exit that wasn't there.

"Drifter, man, listen—"

"You owe the club."

"I know, I know, I just need—"

"Twelve thousand." Drifter stopped six feet away. Close enough to reach. Far enough to let the distance do the talking. "You've been moving product through the Badlands Edge for four months on Renegade roads. The tax is the tax."

Wylie's hands came up, palms out, the universal gesture of a man who wanted to negotiate from a position that didn't include any leverage. "Business has been rough, brother. I'm telling you, the whole town's going sideways. I can get you eight by—"

"Twelve. Tonight."

"I don't have twelve on me."

Drifter took one step forward. Just one. The distance between them compressed from conversational to clinical, and Wylie's back flattened against the chain-link hard enough to bow the fence.

"Check again."

Wylie stared at him. Drifter stared back with the flat patience of a man who had nowhere to be and nothing to lose, and the silence stretched until the only sound was Wylie's breathing and the distant thump of the bar's jukebox bleeding through brick walls.

Wylie reached into his jacket.

The money came out in a rolled wad — hundreds and fifties, rubber-banded, the kind of cash a dealer kept for exactly the emergency of a Renegade enforcer finding him in an alley at ten o'clock on a Tuesday night. Drifter took it without counting. He'd count it later. Right now, the number that mattered was the look in Wylie's eyes — not just fear, but the specific, jumpy desperation of a man whose problems extended well past the twelve thousand he'd just surrendered.

"We square?" Wylie asked.

"For the money." Drifter pocketed the roll. "Not for running."

Wylie flinched. "I panicked."

"You run from a Renegade in a room full of people, you make us look like something that can be run from." Drifter's voice didn't change. It never did. The danger wasn't in volume — it was in the absolute stillness of a man who'd already decided the outcome and was just waiting for the other person to catch up. "Don't do it again."

"I won't. Swear to God."

"God's not collecting. I am."

Wylie swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing like a cork. Then the words started spilling — the way they always did when a man realized the violence had passed and the window for buying goodwill was open.

"Look, I hear things, right? Working the Edge, I'm in and out of Hot Springs three, four times a week, and something's moving through town that ain't product." He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "Outside money. Some crew leaning on businesses — Main Street shops, the old storefronts. Three owners sold in the last two months, and none of them looked happy about it."

Drifter's expression didn't shift, but something behind it locked into place — the subtle internal click of a man who collected information the way other people collected debts.

"Sold to who?"

"Don't know the buyer. Some out-of-state outfit. But the sellers — man, I've been buying from the hardware store on that block for years. Old guy named Hodges ran it. Last month he's just gone. Store's boarded up, SOLD sign in the window, and nobody on the street wants to talk about it."

"What kind of leaning?"

"The kind where windows break and people get hurt." Wylie's voice dropped, like the alley might be listening. "I saw two guys I didn't recognize outside the bookstore last week. Big. Professional-looking. Not locals. They were just standing there, watching the owner lock up, and the look on their faces wasn't the look of guys buying paperbacks."

Drifter filed it. The bookstore. He knew the place — Badlands Books, the cramped little shop on the Main Street stretch that smelled like old paper and dust. He'd been in there a dozen times over the years, mostly because it was still and nobody in it cared whether he stayed or left. One of the few places in Hot Springs that felt like nowhere in particular.

"Anything else?"

"Just that whatever's happening, it's happening on a schedule. The sales, the pressure — it's not random. It's a pattern." Wylie looked at him with the desperate earnestness of someone hoping information might buy gentler treatment next time. "Thought the club should know."

Drifter studied him for another three seconds. Long enough to make the point that generosity was noted but not owed.

"Stay off Renegade roads until your next payment's ready."

"Yeah. Yeah, okay."

Drifter turned and walked out of the alley without looking back. He didn't need to. Wylie wasn't going anywhere except home to count what was left of his cash and regret every decision that had led him to a dead-end fence on a cold night in Hot Springs.



The bike was where he'd left it — nose-out in the bar's gravel lot, a stripped-down Dyna that looked like it had been ridden hard across three states and never once apologized for it. Drifter threw a leg over, kicked the engine to life, and let the V-twin settle into the low, rumbling idle that was the closest thing he had to a heartbeat.

Hot Springs fell away behind him in minutes. The town had never been much — a main street, a scattering of shops and motels built for tourists who took the wrong turn on their way to the Badlands, and a population that minded its business because business was all they had. Drifter had grown up on the edges of it, in a trailer park south of town where the rent was cheap and the supervision was nonexistent, and he'd left the day he could carry a bag far enough that turning around stopped making sense.

That was eighteen years ago. The town hadn't changed much. Neither had he.

The Badlands road opened up ahead — two lanes of cracked asphalt cutting through grassland that rolled like an ocean in the dark, the sky overhead so wide and full of stars it made the ground feel like an afterthought. Drifter leaned into the throttle and let the Dyna eat the miles at a pace that matched the landscape — unhurried, steady, the kind of riding that cleared the noise and left only the road.

He rode this stretch blind sometimes. Not reckless — he knew every curve, every pothole, every place where deer crossed and gravel washed out after rain. The Hills were mapped in him the way other men mapped their houses, room by room, corner by corner. The Badlands Edge, the forest service roads, the canyons and creek beds that didn't show on any map — he carried all of it, a geography of years spent moving through country that most people only saw from overlooks.

It was the only thing he'd ever owned that couldn't be taken away.

The compound lights appeared over the last ridge — the old freight depot glowing against the tree line, bikes lined up along the front like chrome teeth. Drifter pulled in, killed the engine, and sat in the sudden silence for a moment, feeling the vibration drain out of his hands and the night settle around him.

Wylie's intel sorted itself in his head the way intel always did — not in neat files, but in patterns, connections, the shape of something that wasn't fully visible yet. Outside money in Hot Springs. Businesses pressured into selling. A schedule behind the acquisitions. Professional muscle doing the leaning.

And a bookstore on Main Street with men outside it who weren't buying paperbacks.

He swung off the bike and headed for the clubhouse, the rolled cash in his jacket and the Hot Springs pattern in his head, both filed in the same place — the long inventory of a man who noticed everything and forgot nothing because the world had taught him early that the things you missed were the things that killed you.

The compound door was open. Laughter and the crack of pool balls spilled out into the night. Drifter walked through it the way he walked through every door — shoulders loose, eyes already mapping the room, present and peripheral in the same breath.

Home. Or the closest thing to it a man like him was ever going to get.
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The brick landed in the poetry section.

Sierra stood in the doorway of Badlands Books with her keys in one hand and her coffee in the other, staring at the shattered front window and the chunk of masonry sitting on top of a water-damaged Neruda collection like a review she hadn't asked for. Glass covered the display shelf in a glittering carpet. The morning sun caught it and threw little rainbows across the wreckage, which would have been beautiful if it weren't the third time this month.

She set her coffee on the counter, found the broom, and started sweeping.

The note was taped to the front door. Same block letters as the last two, same single word: SELL. She peeled it off, folded it into the binder she kept behind the register — the one with the property records and the timeline and the two previous notes filed in plastic sleeves — and went back to sweeping glass out of the poetry section with the steady rhythm of a woman who'd already decided that bricks didn't change the schedule.

Badlands Books had opened every day for three years. It would open today.

She taped cardboard over the window — the hardware store two blocks down had stopped stocking glass in her size because the orders came too often — and flipped the OPEN sign at nine sharp. Three customers came in before noon. Mrs. Pelletier bought a James Herriot paperback and asked about the window. Sierra said vandals and changed the subject. The Voss kid from the high school browsed the sci-fi shelf for forty minutes and left with a battered Asimov he'd been eyeing for two weeks. A tourist couple wandered in, wandered out, and left nothing behind but the smell of sunscreen.

Normal day. Normal enough.

She closed at six, locked the register, and carried the day's deposit — forty-seven dollars and change — to the safe in the back room. The bookstore didn't run on profit. It ran on stubbornness and discharge pay and the fact that Sierra Rawlings had decided three years ago that this cramped, dusty shop on Main Street was the first place in her life that didn't require a mission, and she would keep it open by force of will if the margins wouldn't cooperate.

She stepped out the back door into the alley and pulled it shut behind her.

They were waiting by her truck.

Two of them. Big, professional, standing with the easy posture of men who'd done this before and expected it to go the way it always went. The one on the left was heavy — six-one, thick through the shoulders, the kind of build that came from collections work and bar fights. The one on the right was leaner, younger, wearing a polo shirt that didn't belong in this alley or this town.

Sierra stopped. The distance between her and the truck was fifteen feet. The distance between her and the back door was three. She calculated both in the same heartbeat and chose neither — she stood where she was and waited, because running from men like this was an invitation and retreating was a concession.

"Miss Rawlings." The heavy one spoke first. Polite voice, flat eyes. "We'd like to talk about the property."

"The bookstore isn't for sale."

"Everything's for sale." He smiled. It didn't reach past his mouth. "The question is the price."

"I just answered the question."

The smile dropped. He glanced at his partner — a quick, practiced look that was more signal than communication — and then he closed the distance in three steps.

The first hit caught her below the ribs on the left side. Professional placement — enough force to crack bone, angled to avoid the organs that made hits complicated. Sierra folded forward and caught the second blow across the jaw, her glasses flying off her face and skittering across the asphalt. The alley tilted. She went down on one knee, and the heavy one grabbed a fistful of her shirt and hauled her upright so the lean one could deliver the message at eye level.

"The next offer will be lower." The lean one crouched in front of her, his voice carrying the patient sympathy of a closer delivering terms. "And the next visit will be worse. Sign the papers, take the money, and this all goes away."

He patted her cheek twice — light, deliberate, the kind of touch designed to remind her that the violence was a choice they were making and could make again — and then they walked to a black pickup at the end of the alley, climbed in, and drove away without hurrying.

Sierra stayed on her knees for ten seconds. Fifteen. Long enough to confirm the truck was gone and the alley was empty and the sharp, grinding pain in her left side was ribs, not organs. Then she found her glasses — one lens cracked, the frames bent but intact — put them on, and stood up.

The truck started on the second try. She drove herself to the clinic on the south end of town with both hands on the wheel and her jaw clenched against the pain that flared every time she breathed. Dr. Martin — a tired GP who'd been taping up Hot Springs residents for thirty years — confirmed two cracked ribs on the left side, wrapped them, and asked if she wanted to file a police report.

"No."

He looked at her over his reading glasses with the expression of a man who'd heard that answer before and knew better than to push it.

"Ice for the swelling. Ibuprofen for the pain. Come back if you start coughing blood."

"Thank you."

She drove home.



The house was a rental on the west edge of town — two bedrooms, one bathroom, a kitchen that smelled like the books she stored in every room because the shop didn't have enough shelf space. Sierra locked the door, drew the blinds, and sat on the edge of the bed in the dark.

The ribs screamed when she breathed. She breathed anyway, slow and measured, the way she'd learned to breathe in places where showing pain was a tactical error.

Then she opened the binder.

Not the bookstore binder — the other one. The one she'd started six months ago when the first window broke and the pattern announced itself to a mind that had spent three deployments identifying exactly this kind of operation. She spread the pages across the bed and let the work settle her the way it always had — the analytical focus narrowing the world to data points and timelines, the noise of fear and pain compressing into something she could organize.

The pattern was clear.

Eleven businesses on Main Street and the surrounding blocks. Three sold in the last quarter — Hodges Hardware, the Sunrise Motel, and a consignment shop on Second Street. All sales completed within two weeks of the final pressure event. All sold to the same LLC, registered in Wyoming with an address that traced to a developer group out of Denver. The buying pattern moved east to west along the Main Street corridor, systematic as a grid search.

Her block was next. Badlands Books sat at the center of the last unsold stretch, and the escalation she'd been tracking — broken windows, the dead cat on her doorstep last month, and now the beating — followed the same two-week cycle the other owners had described before they signed.

She cataloged tonight's data with the detachment that kept her hands steady and her mind clear. Two assailants. The heavy one was the hitter — experienced, efficient, targeted the ribs because broken ribs were painful enough to motivate but invisible enough to deny. The lean one was the closer — arrived after the damage to deliver terms, personable, the kind of face that made threats sound like opportunities.

She'd seen operations like this before. Different countries, different targets, same architecture — pressure applied in escalating phases designed to exhaust resistance and make compliance feel like relief. The men who ran these campaigns counted on isolation, on each target believing they were alone, on the gap between the violence and the offer being just wide enough that signing felt like a choice.

Sierra added tonight's note to the sleeve with the others. Three notes, three broken windows, one dead cat, two cracked ribs. The timeline tracked perfectly with the acquisition schedule — two weeks between escalation phases, the pressure increasing until the target signed or broke.

She closed the binder and set it on the nightstand.

The bookstore opened at nine tomorrow. The ribs would hurt for six weeks. The window needed replacing again, and the hardware store didn't stock her size anymore, so she'd have to order from Rapid City and tape cardboard until it arrived.

None of that changed the schedule.

She set her alarm for seven-thirty, turned off the light, and lay in the dark with her cracked ribs aching and her analyst's brain running the pattern one more time — the escalation curve, the acquisition timeline, the two men who'd stood over her in the alley with the professional calm of employees following a procedure manual.

They thought she'd sign. They thought the ribs and the bricks and the dead cat would add up to a woman alone in a small town choosing the path of least resistance, because that's what the other owners had done, and the pattern said she would too.

The pattern hadn't accounted for the three years she'd spent in rooms where men with better training and worse intentions had tried to break her ability to think clearly under pressure, and failed.

Sierra set her jaw against the pillow, closed her eyes, and went to sleep.

The bookstore opened tomorrow.
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The cardboard over the window told him something was wrong before he opened the door.

Drifter had been walking into Badlands Books for years — not often, not on any schedule, just when Hot Springs pulled him in and he needed a place that didn't expect anything from him. The shop had always been the same: dusty shelves, bad lighting, a quiet that settled into the bones like the good kind of cold. The kind of place where a man who didn't belong anywhere could sit for an hour and pretend he did.

The cardboard was new. So was the crack running through the glass on the door, and the tape holding it together, and the faint chemical smell of fresh adhesive over old wood.

He pushed through the door and the bell overhead gave its tired little chime.

She was halfway up a stepladder in the history section, shelving a stack of hardcovers with one arm pressed tight against her left side. The movement was careful — too careful, the deliberate economy of someone protecting damaged ribs while pretending they weren't damaged. Her lip was split and scabbed, the bruise yellowing along her jaw, and her glasses sat slightly crooked on her face, one lens spiderwebbed with a crack that caught the light.

Drifter stopped inside the door.

He'd seen her before — the shop owner, small and sharp-eyed, the kind of woman who moved through her own space like she'd cataloged every square inch. They'd never spoken beyond the transactional basics of buying a used paperback. He hadn't known her name until Wylie mentioned the bookstore two days ago, and even then it was just a data point filed alongside the property scheme.

It wasn't a data point now.

Now it was cracked ribs and a split lip and a woman climbing a stepladder like the pain was a problem she'd already solved.

"We're open," she said without looking down. "Fiction's on the left, nonfiction center and back."

"I'm not here for a book."

She looked down. Her eyes tracked his cut first — the Renegades patch, the rocker, the road name stitched above the pocket — and then his face, and the assessment happened in a single pass that was faster and more thorough than most men managed in ten minutes. She didn't flinch. Didn't tense. Just filed whatever she'd seen and came back to his eyes with an expression that gave away exactly nothing.

"Then what are you here for?"

Drifter crossed to the base of the ladder in three steps. Up close, the damage was worse — the bruise ran from her jaw to her cheekbone, and the way she held her arm against her ribs said the wrapping underneath her shirt was doing the structural work her muscles couldn't.

"Who did that?"

"Customers with strong opinions about my lease."

"How many?"

"Two." She came down the ladder one step at a time, each movement controlled and precise, and he found himself shifting his weight forward — not reaching for her, not yet, but positioning himself close enough to catch her if the ribs gave out. She noticed. The look she gave him said she'd noticed, and that the gesture was acknowledged but not required. "Large man, professional hitter, knew where to place the shots. Smaller one waited until the hitting was done and delivered terms. They want me to sell."

Drifter's jaw tightened. The description matched what Wylie had given him — the heavy enforcer, the polished closer. And the calm, clinical way she delivered it matched something else, something he couldn't name yet but filed alongside the cracked ribs and the steady hands.

"When?"

"Two nights ago. After closing."

Two nights. She'd taken a professional beating two nights ago and she was standing on a stepladder shelving hardcovers at nine in the morning with taped ribs and a cracked lens. Drifter had known men — hard men, brothers — who'd taken less and stayed down longer.

Something shifted in his chest. Not sympathy. Something heavier. Something with teeth.

"This connected to the property sales on the block?" he asked.

Her eyes sharpened. The shift was subtle — not surprise, but the focused attention of someone whose pattern had just been confirmed by an outside source.

"You know about that?"

"Heard things. Outside money leaning on businesses, three sold in the last two months. Your block's the last holdout."

She studied him for a long moment. The stepladder stood between them like a fence, and Drifter waited on his side of it because something about
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