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The crosshairs settled on the supplier's chest like they belonged there.

Phantom breathed out slow, his body melting into the granite shelf he'd been lying on for three hours. Two hundred yards below, brothers circled a man who'd made the mistake of thinking the Black Hills Riders wouldn't notice shorted product. The meeting was happening in a clearing off the service road, bikes parked in a loose formation that looked casual but blocked every exit.

Through the scope, he watched Rider step forward. The club president moved like a man who'd never lost a fight because he'd never started one he couldn't finish. Words were exchanged—Phantom couldn't hear them, didn't need to. Body language told the story. The supplier's hands came up, palms out, the universal gesture of a man realizing he'd miscalculated badly.

Phantom's finger rested outside the trigger guard. Insurance, not execution. That was the job today.

The supplier nodded. Reached into his jacket slow—smart, with Ironside's hand already moving toward his piece—and pulled out an envelope. More words. Rider took the envelope, thumbed through whatever was inside, then extended his hand.

Deal done. Problem solved without Phantom having to solve it permanently.

He held position another twenty minutes while brothers mounted up and rode out, engines rumbling through the valley like thunder rolling off the peaks. Only when the last taillight disappeared around the bend did he begin breaking down his hide. Rifle into the case. Brass collected—not that he'd fired, but habit was habit. Ghillie netting folded and stowed. Every trace of his presence erased with the methodical patience of a man who'd learned in Afghanistan that carelessness got people buried in flag-draped boxes.

The hike to where he'd stashed his bike took forty minutes through terrain most people would call impassable. Phantom called it home. These mountains had saved him when nothing else could—the silence, the solitude, the way the Black Hills didn't give a damn about the things living in his head. Three years since he'd traded desert sand for pine forests, and he still woke some mornings surprised to find himself breathing.

His Harley waited where he'd left it, tucked into a natural alcove invisible from the fire road. He ran his hands over the chrome, checking for disturbance out of habit, then swung a leg over and brought the engine to life.

The ride back to the compound took the long way. Not because he needed to—the direct route would've had him there in forty minutes. But the mountain roads were empty this time of year, rally season still months away, and something in Phantom's chest unknotted when he leaned into curves with nothing but granite walls and pine trees for company.

Iron Mountain Road unwound beneath his wheels like a meditation. Pigtail bridges and tunnels framing glimpses of Rushmore in the distance. He'd ridden this stretch a thousand times and it never got old—the way the bike became an extension of his body, the way the world narrowed to just the next curve, the next lean, the next breath of mountain air cutting through his helmet.

By the time the compound gates came into view, the sun was dropping toward the peaks and Phantom had almost managed to feel human.

Almost.

The prospect on gate duty—some kid Phantom couldn't remember patching in—nodded as he rolled through. The compound spread out ahead: main clubhouse with its wrap-around porch, garage complex where Torque was probably elbow-deep in some engine, scattered outbuildings, and enough bikes in the lot to make a civilian's jaw drop. Chrome glinting in the dying light like a metal garden.

Phantom parked in his usual spot—end of the row, clear sightline to both gates—and killed the engine. The stillness that followed was almost physical, pressing against his ears after hours of wind and exhaust.

"Church in twenty." Timber's voice cut across the lot before Phantom had both boots on the ground. The sergeant at arms stood on the clubhouse porch, arms crossed over a chest that could've doubled as a loading dock. "Rider wants everyone."

Phantom nodded once. Words cost energy he'd rather not spend.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like leather, motor oil, and the ghost of a thousand parties. Rally memorabilia covered every wall—photos from decades of Sturgis runs, signed posters, a collection of license plates from all fifty states. The great room was mostly empty this early, just a few brothers shooting pool and one prospect mopping behind the bar.

Phantom grabbed a beer from the cooler and found a corner with a good view of the door. Habit. The kind of habit that kept men breathing in places where breathing wasn't guaranteed.

Brothers filtered in over the next fifteen minutes. Ironside came straight from somewhere that had left grease on his knuckles. Compass was talking route logistics with a prospect, probably planning the next club run. Torque emerged from the garage looking like he'd lost a fight with a carburetor and hadn't minded losing.

When Rider walked in, conversation died like someone had hit a switch.

The president moved through the room toward the chapel, and brothers fell in behind him without needing to be told. Phantom drained his beer, set the bottle on a table, and joined the procession.

The chapel door closed behind them with the solid thunk of a vault. Inside, the room was all dark wood and leather chairs arranged around a table scarred by decades of hard decisions. Rider took his seat at the head. Phantom claimed his usual position—end of the table, back to the wall, where he could see everyone and no one could come up behind him.

"Meeting went smooth," Rider opened. "Supplier's squared away. Won't short us again."

"Damn right he won't." Ironside's voice carried the particular satisfaction of a man who'd made that point personally. "Pulled that stunt on another club, they'd have found pieces of him scattered across three counties."

"He's more useful paying what he owes than feeding coyotes." Rider leaned back, leather creaking. "Which brings me to the real business."

Phantom felt the shift in the room. Brothers straightening, attention sharpening. Rider didn't call church for resolved problems.

"Intel came in this morning. Cartel activity on the I-90 corridor."

The word cartel dropped into the silence like a grenade.

"Sonora operation," Rider continued. "They've been moving product through the truck stops for six months, maybe longer. Getting bolder. Running their network through our territory like they own it."

"The hell they do." Timber's growl was pure Texas heat. "Last time cartels tried setting up in the Hills, we buried three of them in the Badlands."

"That was a test. This is different." Rider's eyes swept the table. "This is infrastructure. Trucks, drivers, distribution network. They're not passing through—they're establishing operations."

Phantom processed the information the way he processed everything: calm, methodical, looking for angles of approach. Cartel operations in MC territory meant inevitable conflict. The Black Hills Riders didn't share their ground with anyone, especially not drug runners who treated the sacred roads like shipping lanes.

"How solid is the intel?" Compass asked.

"Solid enough. Contact at the weigh station says he's seen the trucks. Regular runs, middle of the night, always the same routes. Someone's coordinated this."

"So we find their network and burn it down." Ironside's suggestion was as subtle as a sledgehammer, which was pretty much his approach to everything.

Rider held up a hand. "First we need to know what we're dealing with. How many men, where they're operating, who's running things locally. Can't go to war blind."

Phantom saw the opening before Rider even looked his way. Surveillance. Reconnaissance. The patient work of watching and waiting and cataloging threats before they became problems.

"I'll handle it."

Every head turned toward his end of the table. Phantom spoke rarely enough in church that his voice always drew attention.

"Need eyes on the corridor," he continued. "Someone who can watch without being seen. I can have a full picture inside a week."

Rider studied him for a long moment. The president had never asked about Phantom's life before the club, but he wasn't stupid—men didn't earn skills like Phantom's at summer camp. Whatever Rider saw in his face must have been enough.

"Done. You've got a week. I want to know everything: who, what, where, how many. We need to understand this operation before we destroy it."

Phantom nodded once.

"Anything else while we're here?" Rider glanced around the table.

"Rally prep is on schedule," Compass reported. "Got routes mapped for the pre-rally run next month. Working with the bar owners on security arrangements."

"Garage is backed up with custom work." Torque wiped his hands on his already-stained jeans. "Gonna need to turn away some jobs if it keeps up."

"Better problem than not enough work." Rider stood, signaling the end of formal business. "Keep your eyes open, brothers. Cartels don't take kindly to competition, and they're about to learn the Black Hills belong to us. Church dismissed."

Brothers filed out, conversations starting up about the usual—bikes, women, upcoming runs. Phantom stayed seated until the room emptied, processing the assignment he'd volunteered for.

A week on the I-90 corridor. Truck stops and highway rest areas. Watching cartel runners who wouldn't hesitate to put a bullet in anyone who noticed too much. The kind of work that required silence and patience and the particular skills he'd spent eight years developing in places where failure meant body bags.

Should've felt like a burden. Instead, it felt like purpose.

He rose from the table and headed for the door, already planning his approach. Equipment to gather, positions to scout, patterns to establish. The work would keep him occupied, keep the noise in his head from drowning out everything else.

Rider's voice stopped him at the threshold.

"Phantom."

He turned.

The president stood by his chair, studying him with eyes that had seen enough to recognize what they were looking at. "This isn't Afghanistan. You don't have to do this alone."

"Surveillance works better solo."

"I'm not talking about the mission." Rider paused. "You've been with us three years. Done good work. But a man can't live in shadows forever."

Something flickered in Phantom's chest—the ghost of an emotion he'd stopped letting himself feel somewhere around his fourth deployment. He buried it the way he buried everything, deep beneath stillness and silence.

"Shadows suit me."

He walked out before Rider could respond, boots echoing on hardwood as he crossed the great room. The evening air hit his face as he pushed through the front door, cold and pine-scented and blessedly empty of expectations.

Tomorrow he'd start watching the I-90 corridor. Tonight he'd check his equipment, plan his positions, and try not to think about the president's words.

A man can't live in shadows forever.

Phantom lit a cigarette and stared at the mountains going dark against the sky. Three years in the Black Hills, and he still wasn't sure if he was living or just existing.

But for the first time in a long time, he had a mission that felt like it mattered. Cartels threatening MC territory. Product moving through sacred ground. A problem that needed solving the way he solved problems—quietly, precisely, permanently.

He exhaled smoke into the gathering dark and let the quiet settle around him like armor.

Tomorrow, the hunt would begin.
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The Crossroads Diner smelled like burnt coffee and resignation at 2 AM.

Megan Derza wiped down the counter for the third time in an hour, not because it needed it but because her hands needed something to do. Graveyard shift meant truckers, insomniacs, and the occasional lost tourist who'd taken a wrong turn off I-90 and ended up in the kind of place that made them lock their doors. The tips were decent. The hours kept her busy. Busy was what kept her sober.

Three years, two months, fourteen days. She didn't count anymore—except she always counted.

The bell over the door jangled and she looked up with her customer smile already in place. Just Earl, one of the regulars, sliding into his usual booth with a newspaper he'd already read twice. She poured his coffee without asking and left the pot on the warmer, then drifted back to her spot by the register where she could see the whole room and both exits.

Old habits. The kind you picked up when knowing who was dangerous meant the difference between getting home and not getting home.

Through the window, the back lot sat mostly empty—a couple of big rigs belonging to drivers who'd crashed in their cabs, her beat-up Honda tucked in the employee spot, and a whole lot of nothing under the single security light that actually worked. Management had been promising to fix the others for two years. Management promised a lot of things.

She was refilling sugar dispensers when the trucks pulled in.

Two of them, black and unmarked, rolling into the back lot with their headlights off. Megan's hands stilled on the sugar container. Could be nothing. Could be drivers who knew each other, meeting up to convoy. Could be a lot of things that weren't her business.

But the men who climbed out didn't move like truckers.

Five of them. Quick, purposeful, spreading out like they'd done this before. One stayed by the trucks while the others formed a loose perimeter, heads swiveling, watching the road and the diner and the tree line all at once. The kind of formation that screamed wrong to anyone who'd spent time around people who didn't want to be seen.

Megan should have looked away. Should have kept her eyes on the sugar and her mind on the last three hours of her shift and the nothing that this absolutely was.

Instead, she watched.

The truck doors opened again. A man stepped out—compact, contained, moving with the easy confidence of someone who'd never had to prove anything to anyone. Even from fifty feet away through dirty glass, she could see the quality of his clothes, the careful way he surveyed the lot before walking toward the other truck. He carried a briefcase.

The exchange took maybe thirty seconds. Briefcase handed over. Package received. The kind of transaction that happened in back lots and abandoned buildings and places where the only witnesses were people smart enough to forget what they saw.

Megan wasn't smart. She'd never been smart.

The man with the briefcase turned toward the diner, and his eyes found hers through the window like he'd known exactly where to look.

Time stopped.

She'd seen eyes like that before. During the using years, in rooms where the wrong word got you hurt and the wrong look got you dead. Eyes that calculated value and threat in the same glance. Eyes that had already decided she was a problem.

He smiled.

Not a friendly smile. Not even a threatening smile. Just... acknowledgment. I see you. I know you saw me. This isn't over.

Then he turned, climbed back into his truck, and both vehicles rolled out of the lot as quietly as they'd come.

Megan's hands were shaking. Sugar scattered across the counter like snow, and she couldn't remember dropping the dispenser. Earl said something from his booth—asking if she was okay, probably—but the words didn't register through the roaring in her ears.

Run.

The word surfaced from somewhere deep in her survival brain, the part that had kept her alive through years of bad decisions and worse company. Not a suggestion. A command.

She didn't run. Not yet.

She finished her shift on autopilot, pouring coffee and making small talk and pretending her heart wasn't trying to crack through her ribs. Every time headlights swept across the parking lot, her whole body went rigid. Every time the door opened, she calculated the distance to the kitchen exit.

By the time her replacement showed up at 6 AM, Megan had convinced herself she was overreacting.

By the time she got to her apartment, she'd unconvinced herself.

The guy with the slicked-back hair had been coming into the diner for three weeks. Luis, he'd said his name was, though she'd never asked. Greasy smile, too much cologne, the kind of man who thought a big tip entitled him to more than coffee refills. She'd brushed off his attempts at conversation with the ease of five years' practice, but he kept coming back, kept watching her with eyes that made her skin crawl.

Now she knew why.

They'd been watching the diner. Watching her, probably, learning her schedule, figuring out when she worked and when she didn't. And tonight, they'd gotten sloppy. Let her see something she was never supposed to see.

Megan stood in her tiny apartment—one room, one window, one exit—and felt the walls close in.

She could call the cops. That's what normal people did when they witnessed crimes. Normal people trusted the system to protect them, trusted that badges meant safety and that telling the truth was always the right choice.

Megan hadn't been normal in a long time.

Cops meant questions. Questions meant records. Records meant someone running her name and finding a history that looked exactly like someone who'd say anything to make trouble go away. Junkie sees drug deal, reports it, suddenly her credibility is toilet paper and whoever she reported has her name and address from the official complaint.

No cops. Cops got people like her killed.

She packed a bag in under ten minutes. Three days of clothes, toiletries, the emergency cash she kept hidden in a tampon box because no one ever looked there. Her phone. Her keys. Nothing else worth taking.

The drive out of town felt like fleeing a burning building—too fast, checking mirrors constantly, taking random turns to shake a tail she couldn't see but knew was coming. The Black Hills rose in the distance, dark against the pre-dawn sky, and something in her chest loosened slightly at the sight.

Mountains meant hiding places. Back roads and small motels and the kind of empty spaces where a woman could disappear if she knew how to stay low.

Megan knew how to stay low. She'd done it before, during the worst years, when staying low was the difference between another day using and ending up in a ditch somewhere. Different circumstances. Same survival instinct.

She found a motel three hours into the Hills, a rundown place called the Pine Ridge Motor Lodge that looked like it hadn't been renovated since the Reagan administration. The kind of place that took cash and didn't ask questions, with a clerk who barely glanced at the fake name she scribbled on the register.

Room 7. Ground floor, back of the building, view of the parking lot through a gap in the curtains she could maintain without being obvious. She paid for three nights upfront and locked the door behind her with hands that wouldn't stop shaking.

Then she sat on the edge of the bed and let herself fall apart.



The first day was the worst.

Megan paced the cramped room like a caged animal, checking the parking lot every few minutes, jumping at every car door and distant voice. She didn't sleep, couldn't eat, survived on vending machine coffee and the kind of paranoid vigilance that burned through energy like wildfire.

Her phone wouldn't stop buzzing.

Amy. Six texts the first day, increasingly worried. Hey where are you? then Meg seriously answer me then I swear to God if you're dead in a ditch somewhere. Her little sister, nineteen years old and making all the same mistakes Megan had made, calling from a life Megan couldn't afford to drag this trouble into.

She couldn't answer. Couldn't even look at the messages without wanting to throw the phone across the room or crush it under her heel or something that would make the guilt stop clawing at her throat.

By the second day, the cravings started.

Not the physical kind—she was years past physical withdrawal, past the shaking and sweating and praying for death. This was worse. The psychological kind, the voice in her head whispering that a hit would make the fear go away, would smooth out the jagged edges of her panic until everything felt soft and manageable again.

Just once. Just to take the edge off. No one would know.

Megan sat on the bathroom floor with her back against the tub and her knees pulled to her chest and rode it out the way her sponsor had taught her. Breathing exercises. Grounding techniques. Name five things you can see, four things you can hear, three things you can touch.

Cracked tile. Water stain. Rust ring around the drain.

Her own ragged breathing. AC unit rattling. Cars passing on the distant highway.

Cold porcelain against her spine. Rough texture of her jeans. The bite of her fingernails digging into her palms.

The craving passed. They always passed. She just had to survive them long enough.

Three years, two months, seventeen days. Still counting.

Day three brought a new kind of fear—the slow, creeping realization that she couldn't hide forever.

The cash wouldn't last. Another week, maybe two if she starved herself, and then what? Go back to the diner like nothing happened? Find another job in another town and pray they didn't find her? The man's eyes through the window haunted her every time she closed her own—that smile, that knowing, the absolute certainty that he'd already decided what to do about her.

Men like that didn't forget witnesses. Men like that had resources and patience and the kind of cold brutality that treated loose ends like math problems to be solved.

She was a loose end.

Through the gap in the curtains, she watched the parking lot bake under the afternoon sun. A family loaded luggage into their minivan, oblivious and ordinary, living the kind of life where the worst thing that happened was traffic on the way to Mount Rushmore. A pickup pulled in, some guy checking his phone, probably just stopping to use the bathroom.

Normal. Everything looked normal.

But nothing felt normal, and Megan couldn't shake the sensation of crosshairs settling between her shoulder blades.

Her phone buzzed again. Amy. I'm coming to look for you. This isn't funny anymore.

Megan's throat tightened. Her sister, beautiful and stubborn and so goddamn young, driving into danger because Megan couldn't answer a text. Couldn't explain that answering might get them both killed. Couldn't drag Amy into the wreckage of a life that had finally, catastrophically caught up to her.

She typed out a reply—I'm fine, just needed space—then deleted it. Typed another—Stay away from me—and deleted that too.

In the end, she just stared at the screen until it went dark.

Three days of hiding. Three days of jumping at shadows and fighting cravings and watching the parking lot like it might grow teeth. Three days of believing, stupidly, that maybe she'd overreacted. Maybe the man had forgotten her face. Maybe this would all blow over if she just stayed low long enough.

Outside, a black truck rolled slowly past the motel.

Megan's blood turned to ice.

It didn't stop. Didn't even slow down, really—just cruised past at the speed limit like any other vehicle on any other road. But she knew. The way prey always knew when predators were circling.

They were looking for her.

And sooner or later, they were going to find her.
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Three days on the I-90 corridor had taught Phantom two things: the cartel was running a tight operation, and something had just blown it wide open.

He sat in a diner booth forty miles from the Crossroads, nursing coffee that tasted like motor oil and watching the parking lot through windows that hadn't been cleaned since the Clinton administration. His bike was parked around back, out of sight. His cut was rolled up in his saddlebag, replaced by a flannel shirt that made him look like every other drifter passing through.

Invisible. Just the way he liked it.

The notebook in his jacket pocket held three days of observations. Truck routes and schedules. License plates from four states. Driver rotations that suggested a network bigger than anyone had guessed. The Sonora Cartel wasn't just passing through MC territory—they'd built a goddamn highway through it.

But something had changed this morning.

The pattern broke around dawn. Extra vehicles started showing up at truck stops—black SUVs and unmarked sedans, men in pairs asking questions at diners and gas stations and anywhere a person might stop between Rapid City and the Wyoming border. Phantom had watched three separate teams work the corridor, moving with the coordinated urgency of a search party.

They weren't moving product anymore. They were hunting.

He left cash on the table and walked out without making eye contact with anyone. The morning sun hit his face as he rounded the building to his bike, and he stood
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