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The coffee was still hot when Darcy walked through the front door of Second Time Around and found her entire life in pieces on the floor.

She stopped three steps inside, the bell above the door still jingling cheerfully behind her like it hadn't gotten the memo that everything was destroyed. The vanilla latte slipped from her fingers and hit the concrete with a wet splat she barely registered, coffee splashing across her boots in a pattern she'd probably find artistic if she wasn't busy watching her heart shatter along with everything else.

Four thousand square feet of chaos. Her chaos. The beautiful, organized disorder she'd spent three years building from literally nothing.

Gone.

Display cases lay shattered across the main floor, glass glittering under the fluorescent lights like deadly snow. Not just knocked over—smashed, with the kind of deliberate violence that said someone had enjoyed the destruction. The vintage furniture she'd arranged just yesterday was overturned, slashed, gutted. A Victorian settee she'd rescued from an estate sale in Minot lay on its side with stuffing spilling from its belly like intestines. The claw-foot coffee table she'd refinished herself was in three pieces now, legs snapped like someone had stomped them.

"No." The word came out small. Weak. Nothing like her. "No, no, no, no—"

Darcy's feet started moving before her brain caught up, carrying her deeper into the wreckage. Glass crunched under her boots. Her hands shook as she picked up a shattered picture frame—estate sale find, 1940s silver, would've fetched eighty dollars from the right buyer. The photograph inside was torn, some stranger's grandmother now just confetti.

She dropped it and kept moving.

Clothing racks had been toppled in violent waves, sending decades of carefully curated fashion into tangled heaps. Vintage dresses she'd steamed and priced just this morning were trampled, boot prints visible on silk that had survived sixty years only to die on her shop floor. The jewelry case near the register wasn't just broken. Someone had stomped it, grinding rhinestones and costume pearls into the concrete like they were making a point.

Her breath came faster. Too fast. The shop blurred at the edges.

Get it together. Get it together, Monroe.

She'd been broke before. She'd been desperate before. She'd literally built this place from the trunk of a rusted Corolla with a dying transmission, and she hadn't cried then. She wasn't going to cry now.

The back section was worse.

This was where she kept the bigger pieces—the furniture that needed restoration, the items waiting for the right home, the things she couldn't bear to price yet because she loved them too much. Someone had taken a blade to the upholstery on every single chair. Every. Single. One. Drawers had been yanked from dressers and dumped, their contents scattered across the floor in heaps of old linens and forgotten treasures. A gorgeous oak armoire she'd been saving for a special customer lay face-down like a murder victim, its mirror shattered beneath it in a pool of silver shards.

They'd been looking for something.

The realization hit her like a punch. This wasn't random vandalism. This wasn't some tweaker looking for a quick score or teenagers being destructive. This was a search. Systematic. Thorough. Every drawer opened, every piece of furniture checked.

And in the middle of the back section, surrounded by the carnage, sat the filing cabinet.

Darcy's stomach dropped as she spotted it near the wall. The metal cabinet she'd hauled out of that storage unit last month—Unit 47, the one she'd bought at auction because it also contained a stunning mid-century bedroom set that was going to pay her rent for six months. She'd shoved the cabinet in the back and forgotten about it.

Someone hadn't forgotten.

The cabinet was torn apart. Literally ripped open like a tin can, drawers bent and scattered, metal peeled back where someone had used a crowbar or maybe just brute strength. Contents strewn across the floor in a paper hurricane.

"What the hell?" She crouched down, her wild curls falling into her face as she sifted through the mess. She'd barely looked at this stuff when she bought it. Boring paperwork, she'd thought while wrestling the mid-century dresser onto her truck. Old receipts. Business documents. Nothing worth the time to sort through when she had actual inventory to move.

But someone had just destroyed her shop looking for it.

Her fingers closed around a manila folder, and she pulled it from the debris. Inside were pages of neat, precise handwriting. Not receipts. Not business documents.

Names. Dollar amounts. Dates going back years. Interest calculations that made her eyes cross.

Derek Jennings - $8,500 - 40% weekly

Dale Thorpe - $12,000 - restructured after incident

Bobby Crane - $3,200 - PAID (hospital)

Travis Weber - $5,000 - warned x3, family visit scheduled

Darcy's mouth had finally stopped running. That never happened. She always had something to say, always had words tumbling out faster than her brain could organize them. But right now, staring at these pages, she had nothing.

She flipped through more folders. More pages. More names, more amounts, more interest rates that would make a credit card company blush. Little notes in the margins, each one more chilling than the last.

Warned.

Vehicle.

Family contacted.

Resolved.

Medical collection - successful.

She didn't need a business degree to understand what she was looking at. She'd grown up with a dad who'd made some bad choices and even worse friends. She'd answered the door at two in the morning when she was twelve years old to men who didn't bother with polite requests. She knew what loan shark records looked like.

And these weren't small-time.

These were professional. Organized. Meticulous. Twelve years of operations, based on the dates. Hundreds of names. Thousands of dollars in every column, adding up to millions over the life of the operation.

"Oh, you stupid, stupid girl," she whispered to herself. "You bought a dead man's secrets."

The storage unit. The old guy who'd defaulted—she remembered the auction company mentioning he'd passed recently. Heart attack, they'd said. Natural causes. Nobody had come to claim his belongings.

Looking at these records, Darcy wasn't so sure about the natural causes part anymore.

This was someone's entire criminal enterprise in manila folders. Names of victims. Proof of threats. Evidence that could probably send people to prison for a very long time. And she'd bought it for three hundred dollars because she wanted a bedroom set.

She gathered every folder she could find, stuffing papers back into their homes with shaking hands. Her shop was destroyed. Her livelihood was in pieces around her. Three years of building, surviving, proving she could land on her feet no matter how bad things got—all of it shattered like the display cases.

And somehow, that wasn't even the biggest problem she had right now.

Someone wanted these files badly enough to trash everything she'd built looking for them. They'd been thorough. They'd been vicious. And they'd been in a hurry, which meant they'd be back when they realized they hadn't found what they came for.

Because the files hadn't been in the cabinet.

She'd taken them out last week, planning to sort through the "boring paperwork" on a slow afternoon that never came. They'd been sitting in the storage room behind a rack of winter coats, completely invisible to anyone who didn't know her organizational system, which was to say, invisible to everyone including herself most days.

Whoever did this had missed them.

But they wouldn't miss twice.

Darcy stood up, folders clutched to her chest, and forced herself to breathe. Then breathe again. Her brain was doing that thing it did in crisis—running at triple speed, words and plans tumbling over each other too fast to grab.

Call the cops. No, wait, these were loan shark records—whoever these people were, they probably had cops on payroll. That's how operations like this survived for twelve years in a small market like Williston.

Call someone who can help. But who? She'd been in this town three years and still didn't have anyone she'd trust with something like this. Her emergency contacts were a sister in Portland who barely returned texts and a college roommate she hadn't spoken to since Obama's first term.

Run. Yeah, and go where? With what money? Whoever these people were, they'd already found her shop. They probably knew where she lived. They probably knew what she drove. They probably knew what she ate for breakfast.

Weapon. She needed a weapon.

The baseball bat was still behind the register where she kept it, thank God. Louisville Slugger, aluminum, bought her second week in town when she realized exactly how many rough men worked the oil fields and how many of them thought a woman running a business alone was an invitation to be charming at best, handsy at worst.

Darcy grabbed it with her free hand, the cold metal grounding her. She'd never actually hit anyone with it. Never had to. But she'd practiced. Watched YouTube videos on proper swing technique while eating takeout on slow Thursday nights.

Okay. Okay, she could do this. She'd been broke, stranded, and desperate before, and she'd turned it into four thousand square feet of success. She could figure out how to handle some loan shark's—

The sound came from the back of the shop.

A rattle. Metal on metal. The back door, the one that led to the alley where she took deliveries.

Someone was trying to get in.

Darcy's blood went cold. Her fingers tightened on the bat until her knuckles went white, the folders pressed against her chest like a shield that wouldn't stop anything.

The rattle came again. Louder this time. More insistent. Someone testing the lock, finding it still holding, getting impatient.

They hadn't found what they were looking for.

Now they were coming back to finish the job.
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The thrift store looked like a bomb had gone off inside it.

Hotshot pulled his bike to the curb and sat for a moment, engine idling, taking in the scene through the plate glass windows. Overturned furniture. Shattered display cases. The kind of destruction that said search, not vandalism. Whoever had done this was looking for something specific, and they hadn't been gentle about it.

Frontier's orders had been simple: loan shark operation hunting something, thrift store owner caught in the middle, assess the situation and report back. Standard reconnaissance. Figure out what the Brotherhood was walking into before they committed resources.

He killed the engine and swung off the bike, boots hitting pavement that was already warming under the late morning sun. The smell of coffee and exhaust mixed with something else—the faint chemical tang of broken glass and disturbed dust that drifted through the propped-open front door.

The bell jingled when he stepped inside, and that's when he saw her.

Five-foot-nothing of wild dark curls and wilder eyes, standing in the middle of the wreckage with an aluminum baseball bat cocked over her shoulder like she knew how to use it. Her clothes looked like she'd gotten dressed in the dark from three different decades—vintage band tee, paint-stained jeans, boots that had seen better years. Bright hazel eyes locked onto him with the kind of assessment that said she was calculating exactly how hard she'd need to swing to do damage.

"Store's closed," she said. "Obviously. Unless you're here to finish what your friends started, in which case I should warn you that I played softball in high school and I've been practicing my swing on that mannequin over there for the last twelve hours, so I'm feeling pretty confident about my chances."

The words came out in a single breath. No pause. No hesitation. Just a wall of sound that hit him like a physical force.

Hotshot blinked.

"I'm not with whoever did this." He kept his voice even, his hands visible at his sides. The last thing he needed was to get his skull dented by a woman who looked like she'd been running on adrenaline and spite since yesterday. "Frontier sent me."

"Frontier." She didn't lower the bat. "Is that a person or a direction? Because if you're telling me to head west, I have to say, your timing is terrible and your delivery needs work."

"He's the president of the Badlands Brotherhood. MC out of Williston."

"A motorcycle club." The bat wavered slightly. "A motorcycle club sent you to my destroyed shop the day after someone destroyed my shop. You'll forgive me if I'm not immediately comforted by that coincidence."

"Word travels fast when someone tears apart a business in the middle of downtown." Hotshot took a step closer, watching her grip tighten on the bat. She wasn't going to swing—her stance was wrong, too much weight on her back foot—but she wanted him to think she might. "Frontier heard about it. Heard it might be connected to a loan shark operation we've been tracking. Sent me to find out if you need help."

"Help." She laughed, and it came out brittle. "Help would have been useful about eighteen hours ago when three guys with crowbars were playing interior decorator with my inventory. Help would have been great when I spent all night sitting in my car in the parking lot because I was too scared to go home and too stubborn to leave my shop unguarded. Help is a very nice word that doesn't actually mean anything when you're standing in four thousand square feet of your entire life in pieces."

She hadn't stopped talking. Hotshot wasn't sure she'd taken a breath.

"You got a name?" he asked.

"Darcy. Darcy Monroe. Owner and sole proprietor of Second Time Around, which used to be a thriving consignment and thrift establishment and is now apparently a crime scene slash cautionary tale slash reason I'm going to have a nervous breakdown." She finally lowered the bat, letting it rest against her shoulder. "You?"

"Hotshot."

"That's not a name, that's a personality type." Her eyes narrowed, taking him in—the cut, the patches, the scars on his forearms that he never bothered hiding. "What's your actual name?"

"That is my actual name. The one that matters."

Something flickered in her expression. Understanding, maybe. Or the beginning of it. "Biker thing?"

"Club thing."

"Right. Okay." She blew out a breath that sent one of those wild curls flying. "So, Hotshot. You want to know what happened? Because I've got a great story. It involves a storage auction, a dead accountant I never met, and apparently a loan shark operation that's been running in this town for over a decade. It's really a fun time. I've been telling it to myself all night because there was no one else to tell it to and I cope with stress by talking, which you've probably figured out by now."

"Tell me."

She blinked. "Just like that? You don't want to, I don't know, look around first? Assess the situation? Do some kind of manly investigation thing?"

"I can see the situation." Hotshot gestured at the destruction surrounding them. "Someone searched this place. Thoroughly. They were looking for something and they didn't find it, or they wouldn't have been so destructive at the end. You've got something they want."

Darcy stared at him for a long moment. Then she laughed again, and this time it sounded almost real.

"Okay. Okay, yeah, you're not wrong." She moved toward the back of the shop, stepping over debris with the ease of someone who'd been navigating this mess for hours. "Come on. I'll show you what I found. And I'll tell you the story, but I'm warning you, it's long and I don't do short versions of anything."

He followed her through the wreckage, watching the way she moved. Confident despite the chaos. Scared but not frozen. Whatever had happened here
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