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The bell over the door hadn't rung in forty minutes, which meant Irene could finally hear Sofia's pencil scratching against her math worksheet in the back office.

That sound—her daughter's small frustrated sighs, the eraser working overtime, the radio playing low beneath it all—was worth more than any windshield repair in the county. It meant safety. Routine. Another Thursday afternoon where nobody was bleeding or crying or asking questions Irene didn't know how to answer.

She wiped down the counter for the third time, not because it needed it but because her hands needed something to do. The highway stretched empty beyond the glass, afternoon sun turning the asphalt into a shimmer of heat. Tourist season was dying its slow autumn death, which meant her regulars would carry her through winter—rock chips from logging trucks, the occasional deer strike, locals who'd rather pay her fair prices than drive an hour to the chain place in Branson.

Eight years she'd built this. Eight years of proving herself in a trade that still made men blink twice when she quoted prices. Eight years of her father's name on the sign because taking it down felt like burying him all over again.

Castillo Auto Glass & Windshield. His tools in her hands. His reputation built into her bones.

"Mom?" Sofia's voice drifted through the doorway. "Is seven times eight fifty-six or fifty-four?"

"Fifty-six, baby."

"That's what I had. Just checking."

Irene smiled despite the restless energy crawling under her skin. Eleven years old and already double-checking her own work. Already learning not to trust that the first answer was the right one.

Good girl. This world will try to tell you you're wrong even when you're not.

The Escalade pulled into her lot like a shark gliding into shallow water.

Black. Tinted windows. Chrome wheels that cost more than her monthly take-home. It didn't park so much as position itself, blocking her view of the highway, cutting off the afternoon light.

Irene's hands stopped moving on the counter.

She knew what expensive trouble looked like. Knew it in the same bone-deep way she knew a crack in a windshield would spread if you didn't catch it fast enough.

The driver's door opened, and a man stepped out like he owned the asphalt he was standing on. Forty-something, compact build, tailored shirt stretched over shoulders that said gym, not labor. His smile arrived before he did, sliding through her door with the kind of warmth that never reached his eyes.

"Ms. Castillo." Not a question. He already knew exactly who she was. "Beautiful afternoon."

Irene didn't move from behind the counter. Didn't smile back. "Help you with something?"

He glanced around her shop like he was appraising it for purchase—the tools mounted on pegboard, the work orders pinned to the corkboard, the faded photo of her father she kept by the register. His gaze lingered on the doorway to the back office, where Sofia's pencil had gone silent.

"I'm looking for your brother." Still that smile, still those dead eyes. "Mateo."

The name hit her like cold water.

Three years since she'd heard it spoken out loud. Three years of not knowing if he was alive or dead, not knowing if she wanted the answer. Three years of telling herself that whatever mess he'd made wasn't her mess to clean up.

"Mateo's been gone a long time." She kept her voice flat. Professional. "Haven't heard from him since he left."

"That's unfortunate." The man stepped closer to the counter, and Irene caught the edge of ink creeping above his collar—cartel tattoos he wasn't bothering to hide. "Because your brother took something that didn't belong to him. And debts..." He spread his hands like he was explaining simple math to a child. "Debts don't die with distance."

Irene's pulse hammered against her throat, but she didn't flinch. Didn't step back. Eight years of men trying to intimidate her in her own shop had taught her that the first one to move lost.

"I don't know where Mateo is. Don't know what he did. And whatever he owes, it's not my debt to pay."

"Family is family, Ms. Castillo." The warmth drained from his smile, leaving something that made her skin crawl. "I'm sure you understand."

He reached into his pocket, and Irene's hand dropped below the counter, fingers brushing the grip of the .38 she kept mounted there. But he only pulled out a business card—plain white, a phone number printed in black, nothing else.

He placed it on her counter like he was laying down a winning hand.

"One week." His voice was still pleasant. Still reasonable. The voice of a man who'd learned that the scariest threats didn't need to be shouted. "Find your brother. Find what he took. Or we'll have to discuss... alternative arrangements."

His gaze drifted to the back office doorway again, and Irene's blood went cold.

"You have a daughter, yes? Sofia?" He smiled. "Eleven years old. Takes the bus from Ridgeway Elementary. Gets picked up at three-fifteen."

Every muscle in Irene's body went rigid. Her hand closed around the .38's grip, but she didn't draw. Not with Sofia twenty feet away. Not with his backup surely sitting in that Escalade.

"Get out of my shop."

He raised his hands in mock surrender, already moving toward the door. "One week, Ms. Castillo. I'm sure you'll make the right choice."

The bell chimed when he left. The Escalade pulled away smooth and slow, like there was no rush. Like he already knew how this ended.

Irene stood frozen behind the counter, her heart slamming against her ribs, until Sofia's voice drifted from the back office.

"Mom? Who was that?"

She forced her hand off the gun. Forced her voice steady.

"Nobody, baby. Just somebody asking directions."

She locked the front door with shaking fingers and pulled out her phone. Called Sofia's school before she could think twice about it, demanding to speak to the principal, triple-checking pickup procedures, authorized contacts, emergency protocols.

Ridgeway Elementary. Three-fifteen.

He knew. He knew where her daughter went to school, what time she got out, probably what she ate for lunch and what color backpack she carried.

Irene leaned against the door, staring at that business card on her counter like it was a rattlesnake coiled to strike.

Three years ago, Mateo had made a choice. Stolen something from men who didn't forget and didn't forgive. Disappeared into the wind and left his sister holding a debt she didn't owe.

Now that debt had found her anyway.

And it knew her daughter's name.
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The crack in the windshield ran diagonal from corner to corner like someone had taken a baseball bat to it with enthusiasm.

Drifter didn't ask how it happened. Club business meant club business, and the cage had come back from a run two nights ago with damage nobody felt like explaining. His job was to get it fixed, not to fill out incident reports.

He pulled the beat-up Suburban into the lot of Castillo Auto Glass just after nine in the morning, gravel crunching under tires that had seen better decades. The shop sat in a converted filling station off the highway—two bays, hand-painted sign, the kind of place that survived on reputation and stubbornness.

He liked it immediately.

The woman who came out to meet him liked it less.

"You're early." She wiped her hands on a rag already stained with work, dark hair pinned back tight, grease under her fingernails despite what looked like serious scrubbing. "Appointment said ten."

"Finished my coffee." Drifter climbed out of the cage and stretched, feeling his spine pop in three places. "Figured you'd rather start the day with paying work than sit around waiting on me."

Her eyes tracked over him—the cut, the prison ink bleeding down his forearms, the nose that had been broken twice and set neither time. Most people flinched when they catalogued all that damage. She just filed it away and moved on.

"Pull it into bay one."

No small talk. No nervous chatter. Just work.

Definitely like this place.

He watched her work while he pretended not to. Quick hands, precise movements, the kind of efficiency that came from doing the same thing a thousand times until your body knew it better than your brain. She measured the crack, checked her inventory, quoted him a price that was fair without being desperate.

Professional. Competent. The real deal.

And scared out of her goddamn mind.

Drifter had spent four years in a cage surrounded by men whose survival depended on reading the room. He knew what fear looked like when someone was trying to bury it. The woman—Irene, according to the paperwork—checked the parking lot every thirty seconds like she was expecting company. Her shoulders carried tension that had nothing to do with the job. When a truck rumbled past on the highway, her hands stopped moving for a full two seconds before she forced them back to work.

Somebody had put that fear in her. Recently.

A black pickup rolled past the shop. Slow. Too slow for a highway that saw mostly semis and tourists.

Drifter straightened from where he'd been leaning against the wall.

The pickup continued past, tinted windows hiding whoever was inside. But it didn't speed up. Didn't merge back into traffic the way a normal driver would.

Twenty minutes later, it rolled past again.

Same speed. Same windows. Same feeling in Drifter's gut that said wrong.

He walked out of the bay without a word, gravel crunching under his boots. The pickup was already disappearing around the bend, but he'd clocked the plates the first time. Memorized them the second.

Old habits from the repo days. Back when knowing whose car you were about to take meant knowing who might come out of the house with a shotgun.

He pushed that thought down where it belonged and walked back inside.

Irene was watching him with those dark eyes that saw too much.

"Problem?"

"Nope." He pulled out his wallet, counted bills onto her counter. "Just checking on something."

She didn't believe him. He could see it in the set of her jaw, the way her hand drifted toward something under the counter. But she took his money and handed him his keys and didn't ask questions she probably already knew the answers to.

Smart woman. Scared woman.

Not my problem, he told himself as he climbed back into the cage.

The lie lasted about six miles.



The compound sat fifteen miles outside Branson, buried in mountains accessible only by a gravel road steep enough to discourage casual visitors and deadly enough to stop determined ones. Drifter had been patched in for three years now, and the sight of that converted resort still felt more like home than anywhere he'd slept before.

Which said more about his life than he wanted to examine.

He found Whiskey in the garage, elbows-deep in a Sportster that had seen better years.

"Need you to run a plate."

Whiskey didn't look up from his
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