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The Black Hills opened up ahead of Asphalt like a promise written in asphalt and pine, and he twisted the throttle hard enough to feel the Harley surge beneath him like a living thing.

Four hours on these roads. Four hours of mountain curves and granite walls and the kind of release that a decade and a half trapped in a truck cab had nearly convinced him didn't exist.

The supply run had gone clean. Product delivered to the contact in Spearfish without a hitch, payment collected, no law enforcement sniffing around the hand-off point. Rider had trusted him with the route planning, and Asphalt had delivered the way he always delivered—quietly, efficiently, using every back road and mountain pass he'd memorized during his years hauling freight through this territory.

Now he was riding home through Spearfish Canyon, and the late afternoon sun cut through the pine canopy in golden slashes that made the road ahead look like something out of a dream.

He'd spent fifteen years behind the wheel of a semi. Nineteen to thirty-four, running the I-90 corridor until automation and corporate consolidation squeezed him out like blood from a wound. Lost his rig, lost his routes, lost the only identity he'd ever built for himself.

Then he'd found the club.

Or the club had found him, more accurately. A broken-down brother on the shoulder of Highway 385, Asphalt stopping to help because that's what you did on rural roads, and suddenly he was looking at a cut that represented everything he'd been missing—brotherhood, purpose, a reason to keep moving that wasn't just about the next load.

The Harley handled the curves like it was reading his mind. Two wheels instead of eighteen, chrome instead of diesel, and liberation that actually meant something instead of just another word for running.

His phone buzzed in his cut pocket. He ignored it until he hit a straightaway, then pulled it out to check the message.

Church in an hour. Don't be late.

Timber. The Sergeant at Arms didn't waste words, which Asphalt appreciated. Too many people talked just to hear themselves make noise.

He pushed the bike harder, eating up the miles between Spearfish and the compound with the kind of focused intensity that had kept him alive on highways for over a decade. The wind cut through his cut and the road vibrated up through the handlebars and everything felt exactly right in a way that still surprised him, even after two years wearing the patch.



The compound sprawled across fifteen acres of converted ranch land, mountain views in every direction and enough defensive positioning to make any military strategist nod in approval. Asphalt rolled through the main gate and parked his bike in the row of chrome and black steel that lined the front of the clubhouse.

Brothers everywhere. Torque had his head buried in a Softail's engine bay, grease up to his elbows and a look of pure concentration on his scarred face. Phantom sat on the clubhouse steps cleaning a rifle with the methodical precision of a man who'd spent years making sure his equipment never failed him. Two prospects were hauling cases of beer from a delivery truck, moving fast under Timber's watchful eye.

Home.

The word still felt strange in Asphalt's head, but it fit better every day.

"There he is." Compass appeared from the garage, wiping his hands on a rag. "The man who knows every mile marker between here and the Canadian border. Run go smooth?"

"Like silk." Asphalt swung off his bike and stretched, feeling his back pop in three places. The old trucker aches never quite went away, but they hurt less when he'd been riding instead of sitting. "Contact was waiting exactly where you said he'd be. Payment's in my saddlebag."

"That's what I like to hear." Compass grinned, the sun-worn lines around his eyes crinkling. The Road Captain had been running routes through these hills for years before Asphalt showed up, but he'd been quick to recognize that a former long-haul driver brought skills the club could use. "Rider's been asking about the alternate route you mapped last week. The one that bypasses the construction on 385."

"It adds forty minutes, but it keeps us off the main drag during peak hours. Less eyes."

"Less eyes is good." Compass clapped him on the shoulder. "Church in thirty. Sounds like we've got intel to discuss."

Asphalt nodded and headed for the clubhouse, his boots crunching on gravel that had absorbed decades of motor oil and spilled beer. The great room was half-full of brothers drinking and talking, the massive bar along one wall staffed by a prospect who looked like he was counting the days until he earned his patch.

Timber intercepted him near the pool tables, the Sergeant at Arms's massive frame blocking out the light from the windows behind him. "Heard you shaved another twelve minutes off the Spearfish run."

"Found a logging road that connects to—"

"Brother." Timber held up a hand the size of a dinner plate. "I don't need the GPS coordinates. Just tell me it's faster and doesn't get us pulled over."

"Faster. No cops."

"That's all I need to know." But Timber was grinning, the expression softening his scarred face. "Swear to God, you've got a map of the entire state tattooed on the inside of your skull. It's useful as hell, but I don't need the tutorial every time."

Asphalt allowed himself a small smile. The brothers gave him shit about his route obsession, but they relied on it for every operation that required moving through difficult terrain. "Rider wanted to see me before church?"

"Back office. And Asphalt?" Timber's grin faded into something more serious. "Whatever he's about to tell you—it's got him wound tight. Watch yourself."

The President's office sat at the end of the hallway, door open, afternoon light streaming through windows that looked out over the compound's back acreage. Rider stood at one of those windows, watching the mountains like they held answers to questions he hadn't asked yet.

"Close the door."

Asphalt did, then waited. The highway had taught him stillness—hours of watching asphalt unspool ahead of him, learning to let situations develop before acting. It served him just as well in the club.

"Run went clean?" Rider didn't turn from the window.

"No complications. Payment's with Compass."

"Good." Rider finally turned, and Asphalt saw the tension in the President's lined face. Cole Blackwood had founded this club to protect rally culture and the ground that bikers considered sacred. When something threatened that ground, it showed in every muscle of his jaw. "We've got a problem in the southern hills."

"What kind of problem?"

"The kind that moves product through trails we consider ours." Rider crossed to his desk and spread out a map of the Black Hills, hand-annotated with routes and locations that represented decades of club knowledge. "Intel came in yesterday. Drug operation running meth and fentanyl through the back country, using trails that parallel our territory. Maybe cross into it."

Asphalt studied the map, his logistics brain already calculating distances and terrain. "These trails here?" He pointed to a network of routes south of Custer. "That's rough country. You'd need local knowledge to move product through there without getting stuck or spotted."

"That's what concerns me. Whoever's running this operation knows the landscape. Knows which trails are passable, which ones law enforcement monitors, which ones disappear into terrain where bodies don't get found."

"How long has this been going on?"

"Months, at least. Maybe longer." Rider's jaw tightened. "We've been so focused on rally season and the Sturgis corridor that we missed activity in the southern hills. That ends now."

Asphalt nodded slowly, still studying the map. The routes marked there weren't highways—they were mountain trails, forest service roads, the kind of paths that required either local expertise or serious reconnaissance to navigate. "You want eyes on the operation."

"I want to know what we're dealing with before we decide how to handle it. Size, structure, whether they're connected to anything bigger." Rider met his gaze directly. "I want you to scout it."

"Me?"

"You know those roads better than anyone except maybe Compass, and Compass is needed here for rally prep." Rider tapped the map. "You spent years finding routes when main roads were closed or watched. You know how to move through difficult terrain without getting caught. And you've got the calm to watch and wait instead of going in hot."

All true. Asphalt had built his entire trucking career on finding the paths other drivers missed, on waiting for the right moment instead of forcing situations that weren't ready. The skills translated.

"When do you want me to start?"

"Tomorrow. Take a few days, ride the area, see what you can see. Don't engage—just gather intel and report back." Rider's expression hardened. "These bastards are moving poison through country we're supposed to protect. I want to know everything about them before we burn their operation to the ground."



Church convened thirty minutes later, brothers filing into the chapel room with the particular energy of men who sensed action coming. Asphalt took his usual seat near the back, watching the hierarchy arrange itself around the heavy wooden table that had witnessed decades of club decisions.

Rider at the head. Ironside at his right hand, Marine posture rigid even while seated. Compass and Timber flanking, with Phantom and Torque filling out the inner circle. The rest of the patched members arranged by seniority, prospects standing along the walls waiting to be useful.

"We've got a situation." Rider didn't waste time with preamble. "Drug operation in the southern hills, running product through trails that border our territory. Intel suggests they've been active for months, moving serious weight—meth, fentanyl, the kind of poison that's been killing people across the region."

Murmurs around the table. Timber's scarred face twisted with disgust. "In our backyard?"

"Close enough to smell." Rider spread the annotated map across the table. "They're using terrain knowledge to avoid detection. Moving through country that most people can't navigate without getting lost or stuck."

"Cartel connected?" Ironside's voice was flat, professional.

"Unknown. That's part of what we need to find out." Rider looked around the table, meeting each brother's eyes in turn. "I've asked Asphalt to scout the operation. Gather intel on their size, structure, and capabilities before we decide how to respond."

Torque snorted from his position near the middle of the table. "Scout? Why not just ride in and handle it?"

"Because we don't know what we're handling yet." Asphalt spoke up, keeping his voice even. "Could be a few local idiots running product for pocket money. Could be a professional operation with serious firepower and connections. We go in blind, we might be walking into something we're not prepared for."

"The trucker speaks wisdom." Phantom's voice was quiet, barely above a murmur, but it carried weight. The former Ranger didn't talk often, but when he did, brothers listened. "Reconnaissance saves lives."

"Exactly." Rider nodded. "Asphalt scouts, reports back, and then we make an informed decision about how to burn these bastards out of our hills."

The vote was unanimous. Church broke with brothers filtering back to the great room for drinks and the particular camaraderie that came from shared purpose. Asphalt lingered, studying the map Rider had left spread across the table.

The trails marked there wound through some of the most beautiful country in South Dakota—pine forests and granite outcroppings, mountain streams and meadows that looked like postcards. He'd driven past this territory a hundred times during his trucking years, always focused on the highways and deadlines and the next load waiting at the next terminal.

Now he'd be riding into it. Learning its secrets. Finding the men who thought they could poison these hills without consequences.

Compass appeared at his shoulder, two beers in hand. "Thinking about tomorrow?"

"Thinking about the terrain." Asphalt accepted the beer and took a long pull. "Whoever's running this operation knows those trails. That's not amateur hour."

"No, it's not." Compass studied the map alongside him. "You'll want to start with the forest service roads south of Custer. That's where the rumors have been thickest—locals talking about trucks on trails that shouldn't see traffic, activity at night when honest people are sleeping."

"Any specific locations?"

"A few." Compass pointed to a cluster of trails near the edge of club territory. "There's a stable operation out that way—trail rides for tourists, that kind of thing. Owner's been complaining about trespassers for weeks. Might be worth checking out."

Asphalt filed that information away. A stable operation meant someone who knew the trails intimately, someone who might have seen things worth knowing about. "I'll start there."

"Watch yourself out there." Compass's face was serious. "These hills have a way of swallowing people who aren't careful. And if this operation is as established as the intel suggests, they won't appreciate someone poking around their business."

"I spent over a decade driving through territory that wanted to kill me." Asphalt drained his beer and set the bottle on the table. "I know how to watch and wait."

"That's why Rider picked you." Compass clapped him on the shoulder. "Get some sleep. Tomorrow you start hunting."

Asphalt headed for his quarters, the evening air cool against his face as he crossed the compound. The mountains rose dark against the fading sky, and somewhere out there in those hills, men were moving poison through country that belonged to the club.

They just didn't know it yet.
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Dawn broke over Mercer Stables in shades of pink and gold, and Sadie walked her property line with a rifle in her hands and murder in her heart.

Six weeks. Six weeks of checking fence lines at first light, scanning the treeline for movement, sleeping in two-hour shifts because closing her eyes felt like surrender. Six weeks of living like prey on land her family had owned for three generations.

She was done being prey.

The eastern fence showed no new damage—no cut wire, no torn posts, no cheerful little messages left by men who thought terrorizing a woman alone would make her bend. She'd fixed the last round of destruction three days ago, her hands bleeding from the barbed wire and her vocabulary expanding in ways that would've made her father raise an eyebrow.

Her father. God, she missed him.

The thought hit like it always did—sudden and sharp, a knife between the ribs she couldn't pull out. Three years since the cancer took him, three years of running this place alone, and she still caught herself turning to ask his opinion on a difficult horse or a problem client.

He would've known how to handle this. Or maybe he wouldn't have—Frank Mercer had been a horseman, not a soldier, and the men circling her property weren't the kind of problem you solved with patience and a gentle hand.

Sadie checked the north fence, then the west, moving through the morning routine that had become more military patrol than ranch work. The barn loomed against the lightening sky, its new boards still raw and pale against the weathered wood around them.

Three thousand dollars. That's what the fire had cost her—three thousand she'd pulled from savings that were already bleeding out from six weeks of cancelled trail rides. The flames had taken half the hay storage and most of her peace of mind, and the men who'd set them had made sure she knew it was just a warning.

Next time, the note had said, we burn the horses too.

She'd found it nailed to her front door the morning after, written in neat block letters like a child's ransom note. Professional. Impersonal. The threat of men who'd done this before and expected to do it again.

The stables stretched along the south side of the property, fifteen stalls holding fifteen horses that depended on her to keep them alive. She moved down the row, checking each animal with hands that knew their bodies better than she knew her own. Duke, her father's old trail horse, pressed his nose against her palm and huffed warm breath across her skin.

"I know, old man." She scratched behind his ears. "I'm scared too."

The horses could feel it. Animals always could—they read tension in the set of your shoulders, the rhythm of your breathing, the thousand tiny signals humans didn't even know they were sending. Her horses had been skittish for weeks, picking up on the fear she couldn't quite hide no matter how hard she tried.

Fear. She hated that word. Hated that it applied to her now, when she'd spent her whole life being the woman who didn't back down, didn't break, didn't give a damn what anyone thought of her.

But she was afraid. She could admit that in the quiet of the barn, with only Duke as witness.

Afraid of the men who came at night in trucks without headlights. Afraid of finding more dead animals on her fence posts—the coyote had been bad enough, but the dog had nearly broken her. Afraid of the moment they decided warnings weren't working and moved on to something worse.

Afraid of losing everything her father had built.

She finished the morning feeding on autopilot, muscle memory carrying her through tasks she'd done ten thousand times. Hay in the racks, water in the troughs, supplements for the horses that needed them. The physical work helped—it always did. Hard to spiral into panic when your hands were busy and your body was moving.

The sun cleared the eastern ridge by the time she finished, painting the Black Hills in shades of green and gold that would've taken her breath away six weeks ago. Now she just scanned the treeline, looking for the glint of glass or the shadow of movement that would tell her she wasn't alone.

Nothing. At least nothing she could see.

She headed back to the house, rifle still in hand, and tried to calculate how much longer she could keep this up. The guided rides had been her bread and butter—tourists wanting the authentic Black Hills experience, summer camps for kids who'd never touched a horse, boarding fees from locals who couldn't keep their animals on their own property. All of it suspended indefinitely because she couldn't guarantee client safety when drug runners were using her land as their personal highway.

Two months. Maybe three, if she stretched her savings and cut every corner she could find. After that, she'd have to start selling horses just to keep the lights on.

The thought made her physically sick.

She dropped into a kitchen chair and stared at the rifle propped against the table. The weight of it had become familiar over the past six weeks—too familiar, like the dark circles under her eyes and the constant knot in her stomach. This wasn't living. This was surviving, and barely that.

Fifty pounds of meth. That's what had started all this—fifty pounds of crystal death packed in waterproof containers, tucked into a rocky overhang on the trail she'd ridden since childhood. She'd found it during a routine check of her back trails, stumbled across it like a snake hiding under a rock.

She should've reported it. Should've called the sheriff, filed a report, let the system handle it the way systems were supposed to handle things.

But the sheriff's department in this county was a joke, and she'd known it before she ever found the stash. Two deputies she'd trust to write a parking ticket, and the rest were either incompetent or worse. Reporting would've meant attention—official attention, the kind that asked questions and filed paperwork and accomplished exactly nothing except letting the men who'd hidden that poison know she was talking.

So she'd kept her mouth shut. Hadn't taken the drugs, hadn't reported them, hadn't done anything except remember where they were and hope the whole situation would resolve itself.

Stupid. God, so stupid.

They'd come three days later. Three men in a clean truck with out-of-state plates, polite as preachers until she'd told them to get the hell off her property. Then the politeness had disappeared, replaced by the kind of cold calculation that made her skin crawl.

We know you found our product. We're not here to cause problems. We just want to make sure you understand the situation.

She understood. She understood perfectly. They were drug runners using trails that crossed her land, and she'd stumbled across evidence that could destroy their operation. That made her a liability, and liabilities got handled.

They'd offered money first. Ten thousand dollars to forget what she'd seen and let them continue using her trails. When she'd refused, they'd offered partnership—a cut of the profits, protection, the kind of deal that probably sounded reasonable to people who hadn't spent their whole lives building something honest.

She'd told them to go to hell. Specifically, she'd told them that if they weren't off her property in sixty seconds, she'd put bullets in every tire on their pretty truck and then start on them.

The leader—lean, weathered, eyes like a snake—had just smiled. You'll regret that decision, Miss Mercer. But I'm a patient man. I'll give you time to reconsider.

Six weeks of reconsidering. Six weeks of fires and dead animals and night visits designed to break her will. Six weeks of living under siege because she'd refused to let drug runners turn her father's legacy into a criminal highway.

She wasn't going to break. She knew that about herself with the same certainty she knew how to sit a horse or read the weather in a darkening sky. They could burn every building on this property and she still wouldn't bend, wouldn't sell, wouldn't surrender an inch of the ground her father had loved.

But she might die. That was the other certainty, the one she couldn't quite look at directly. These men had resources and patience and the kind of casual relationship with violence that came from years of practice. She had a rifle, a temper, and stubbornness that might get her killed.

Duke whinnied from the barn, and she turned automatically toward the sound. Her horses. Her land. Her father's grave on the hill overlooking the back pasture, where she'd buried him three years ago with the view he'd loved.

She wasn't leaving. Whatever came next, she was meeting it right here on the ground her family had worked for three generations.

But God, she wished she wasn't meeting it alone.

Sadie stood and moved to the window, watching the morning light spread across her property. The Black Hills rose in the distance, pine-dark and ancient, hiding God knew how many more stash sites and criminal operations in their folds. Somewhere out there, men were planning their next move against her. Calculating how much more pressure it would take to make her bend.

They didn't know her. Didn't understand that pressure just made her dig in harder, that every threat and every fire only strengthened her resolve to outlast them.

But resolve didn't pay bills. Resolve didn't stop bullets. And resolve sure as hell didn't solve the fundamental problem: she was one woman against an operation that had already proven it would kill to protect itself.

She picked up the rifle and headed back outside. Fence line wouldn't check itself, and the morning was burning daylight. Whatever happened next, she'd face it the same way she'd faced everything since her father died.

Alone, armed, and too stubborn to know when she was beaten.
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