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The hauler's lot sat off a county road two miles east of Colcord, a mud-and-gravel square boxed in by stripped trailers and rusted-out flatbeds that hadn't moved since the mill closed. Three men stood around a pickup near the gate, collecting cash from every driver who needed the turnaround to make the lumber road.

Wreck killed his headlight and rolled the Dyna to the shoulder where Breach and Ash had already parked. Dawn was still an hour off. The air smelled like diesel and cold river mud.

"That's them," Ash said, low. He hadn't taken his eyes off the lot since they'd pulled up. "Three. The one by the tailgate runs the count."

Breach checked the .45 on his hip without looking at it. "Flint said make it loud enough they remember, quiet enough nobody calls the county."

"I can do loud." Wreck swung off his bike grinning.

Ash looked at him. "You can do controlled. Loud's not a skill."

They walked the shoulder three abreast, boots crunching frozen gravel, cuts visible under the single lot light the crew had rigged off a trailer's generator. The crew boss saw them first—a thick man in a canvas coat who straightened up from the truck bed and put his hand on something below the rail.

"Lot's closed," the crew boss said.

"The lot's ours." Breach stopped ten feet out, hands easy at his sides. "You've been running a toll on Gravedigger ground and shorting the club on the take. That's done tonight."

The crew boss looked past Breach to Wreck, then to Ash, doing the math. His eyes came back to Wreck—youngest, lightest, the fresh patch practically still warm. The one he figured he could move.

"Kid, you sure you're in the right place?"

Wreck's grin didn't change. "Pretty sure."

The crew boss jerked his chin and his two men came off the truck—one circling left toward Wreck, the other squaring up on Breach. The boss himself stepped back to let his boys work, the way a man does when he's used to having muscle handle the conversation.

The one coming at Wreck was taller by four inches and heavier by forty pounds, a slab-armed hauler with a pry bar hanging loose in his right hand. He swung it without preamble, a flat arc aimed at Wreck's ribs.

Wreck stepped inside the swing instead of away from it. The bar whistled past his back and he drove his fist into the man's throat, a short hard shot he'd learned pulling wrecks—you hit fast in tight spaces or the car shifts and kills you. The hauler folded forward choking and Wreck caught the pry bar on its backswing, stripped it out of the man's grip, and cracked him across the jaw with the flat of it. The hauler went down on the frozen mud and stayed.

The second man had Breach by the coat, which lasted about two seconds before Ash materialized behind him and put him on the ground with a forearm across the back of his neck. Breach stepped clear, brushed gravel off his sleeve, and looked at the crew boss like nothing had happened.

"The toll," Breach said.

The crew boss looked at his two men—one out cold, the other pinned face-down with Ash's boot between his shoulder blades—and reached slowly into the truck bed. He pulled out a cash box and held it out.

Breach took it without counting. "Now tell me about the collections outfit trying to tax a mill-town street."

The boss's eyes flicked. "I don't know what—"

"You run a toll lot on our ground," Ash said from the dirt. "You hear things. Talk, or we have this conversation again tomorrow and bring more brothers."

The crew boss talked. An outfit out of the interior had been pushing a street tax through the mill towns—protection money, the old squeeze. A collector had gone to put Whitcomb's main street on the list and some woman who ran a bakery had beaten him out of her shop in front of a full room. Talked the whole street into refusing. The collector had come back with his tail between his legs, and the man who ran the outfit wasn't the kind who let that sit.

"Name," Breach said.

"Dortch. Leon Dortch. Runs the whole thing out of—"

"I know Dortch." Breach handed the cash box to Wreck. "This lot stays clean or we come back with the whole charter. Understand?"

The crew boss understood.

They rode the county road back toward the compound single file, Ash at the rear the way he always rode, Breach setting the pace. The sky was going gray in the east and the black spruce stood like a wall on both sides of the blacktop. Wreck's knuckles throbbed where he'd hit the hauler and his blood was still up, the good electric hum of a fight that went right.

At the compound, the bikes lined up in the yard and the three of them walked through the heavy door into the clubhouse. A few brothers sat at the timber bar nursing early coffee—Maul with his hands wrapped around a mug like he might crush it, Rig studying a road map spread across the bartop.

"Toll's collected," Breach said, setting the cash box on the bar. "Crew won't short us again."

Maul looked at Wreck. Wreck was still carrying the pry bar he'd taken off the hauler, and he realized it and set it on the bar next to the cash box with a sheepish grin.

"The kid hit first and clean," Ash said, pouring coffee. It was the most words he'd used all morning.

Maul's nod was a small thing, barely a movement, but Wreck felt it land in his chest like a fist. He'd been chasing that nod since the day he'd earned his patch—the wordless signal from the men who'd been doing this for decades that you belonged at the table, not just in the room.

Breach dropped into a chair and stretched his legs. "Crew boss gave us something. Collections outfit pushing a street tax through the mill towns. Some baker in Whitcomb ran their collector out and held the street. Outfit's called Dortch—Leon Dortch."

Rig looked up from his map. "Dortch has been squeezing the interior towns for years. Small money, but steady. If somebody held a street against him, he won't let it breathe."

"The baker's a woman," Ash said. "Ran the collector out of her shop in front of witnesses and talked the neighbors into backing her."

Maul set his coffee down. "Then she's got about a week before Dortch sends real muscle."

Wreck leaned against the bar and replayed the fight—the step inside the swing, the throat shot, the strip. It had worked. But he'd been a half-beat slow on the strip, and if the hauler had been faster with the backswing the bar would have caught him across the kidneys before he cleared it. He turned the sequence over, looking for the cleaner line, the version where the man went down in two moves instead of three.

A woman who'd beaten a collector in front of a full room and held a whole street. He filed the shape of it next to the pry bar on the bartop and finished his coffee standing up, because sitting still had never been something his body agreed to do.

Breach was already talking about routes and schedules with Rig, the quiet machinery of the club turning over the new information. Wreck listened, learning the rhythm, wanting to be part of the conversation and not just muscle they pointed at a problem.

The gray light through the clubhouse windows had turned to full morning. Somewhere in Whitcomb, a baker was opening her case and keeping her street alive, and she had no idea what was coming for her.
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The first batch went into the ovens at four-fifteen, same as every morning. Bonnie slid the sheet pans in two at a time, shut the heavy doors with her hip, and set the timer on the counter she'd bought secondhand twelve years ago and never replaced because it still worked and she wasn't the kind of woman who fixed what wasn't broken.

The bakery was dark except for the kitchen. Main street outside the front windows was empty, the streetlights throwing long pools across wet asphalt. She liked this hour. The town was hers before anyone else wanted it.

By five-thirty she had the case half full—sourdough rounds, cinnamon pull-aparts, the rye loaves Carl at the diner ordered by the half-dozen. She was boxing Carl's order when the front bell jangled and a young man walked in wearing a leather cut over a thermal and a grin that took up more room than he did.

He stopped inside the door and looked around like he owned the place.

"Morning," he said.

"We open at six."

"Door was unlocked."

"For Carl's pickup. You're not Carl."

He came to the case anyway and leaned on it with both forearms, reading the labels she'd chalked on the little slate cards. The cut had a bottom rocker she recognized—Backwoods Gravediggers, the motorcycle club that ran the deep roads and the quarry country north of town. The patch on his chest was bright and clean, newer than the rest of the leather.

"What's good?" he asked.

"Everything. I made it."

His grin kicked wider. "Confident."

"Accurate." She wiped her hands on her apron and didn't move toward the register. "Six o'clock. Come back."

He didn't leave. He put his elbows on the case and watched her work the way men watch women when they think the watching is a compliment. She'd been dealing with that since her first kitchen job at nineteen, and she had a system: ignore it until it became a problem, then end it with volume.

"You the one who ran that guy out?" he said.

She stopped wiping down the counter. "Which guy?"

"Big mouth. Came in here trying to collect a tax and left without his dignity."

She studied him for the first time—really looked, past the swagger and the cut. Young. Mid-twenties, maybe. Wiry and quick, with a scar through one eyebrow that made his face interesting instead of pretty. He had the energy of a dog that hadn't been walked yet, restless and bright and ready to knock something off a table.

"I ran a man out of my shop, yes," she said. "He came in here telling me I owed money for the privilege of keeping my own doors open. I told him to get out, and when he didn't like that answer, I told him louder with a rolling pin in my hand."

"In front of the whole room?"

"Full morning rush. Twelve customers and Carl from next door."

He laughed—a real one, not the flirty kind. "And then you got the whole street to refuse?"

"I walked down the block and told every shop owner what he'd said and what I'd done, and I asked them if they wanted to pay some stranger to let them keep working. Nobody did." She picked up her rag again. "It wasn't heroic. It was math. There are more of us than there are of them."

"That's not usually how it works."

"It's exactly how it works when people stop being afraid."

He straightened up from the case. The grin was still there, but something behind it had shifted—a flicker of real interest that went deeper than the swagger.

"I'm Wreck," he said.

"Of course you are."

"It's a road name."

"I figured that out, thank you." She pointed at the flour sacks stacked by the kitchen door, the morning delivery she hadn't broken down yet. "If you're going to take up space in my shop before hours, you're going to earn it. Those go in the back, on the shelf, twenty-five-pound bags on the bottom."

He stared at her.

"The patch doesn't get you free coffee here," she said. "The patch gets you the same deal everyone else gets. You pay for what you eat, you don't lean on my case, and if you're in the way, you work."

Something crossed his face that she couldn't read—surprise, maybe, or the particular confusion of a young man who'd expected his jacket to do the talking. He looked at the flour sacks. Looked back at her.

"Yes ma'am," he said, and she almost smiled because he meant it.

He hauled the sacks two at a time, stacking them on the shelf the way she pointed, and he was stronger than his wiry frame suggested. She watched him work while she finished filling the case, and when he was done he stood in her kitchen doorway breathing a little hard and looking pleased with himself.

"Coffee?" she said.

"Thought I had to pay."

"That was labor. Labor gets coffee." She poured him a mug from the pot she kept behind the counter for herself—the good stuff, not the drip she sold out front. "Bonnie Straub. This is my place."

"Wreck." He took the mug. "Already said that."

"You did. I was being polite. Try it sometime."

He drank the coffee and watched her over the rim with those bright quick eyes, and she felt the look land differently than she wanted it to. She was thirty-seven years old and she'd been up since three-thirty and she had flour in her hair and a burn scar on her forearm, and she did not have time for whatever this was.

"The man I ran out," she said, because work was safer ground. "He was collecting for someone. Called it a street tax. Every shop pays a percentage or they make problems."

"I know what a street tax is."

"Then you know I didn't pay it."

"I heard." He set the mug down. The grin faded to something more serious, and the shift made him look older. "The outfit he works for—they don't let someone hold a street. Especially not in front of witnesses. A woman beating their collector in a full room, getting the whole block to refuse? That's the kind of thing they have to answer."

"He was one man with a big mouth."

"He was one man with a boss. And the boss has more men." He leaned against the doorframe. "You should know that's not done. What you did was smart and it took guts, but they'll come back. Not with one. With enough."

She slid a tray of cinnamon rolls into the case and closed the glass door harder than necessary. "I've had men tell me what I should be afraid of my whole life. Bosses, landlords, the man I bought this place from who said I'd never make the note. I'm still here and most of them aren't."

"I'm not telling you to be afraid. I'm telling you to be ready."

She looked at him again. The swagger was still there underneath, the young man who'd walked in expecting his cut to open doors. But the warning was real, and he'd delivered it straight instead of wrapping it in protection she hadn't asked for.

"Noted," she said. "Now drink your coffee and get out. I open in twenty minutes and you're in my way."

He finished the coffee, set the mug in her dish bin without being told where it went, and headed for the door. At the threshold he turned back.

"What time do you close?"

"When I'm done."

"I'll come by."

"Bring money this time."

The grin came back full force, and then the bell jangled and he was gone, a motor firing up on the street outside a moment later. The V-twin rumble rolled down main street and faded into the early morning, and Bonnie stood behind her counter holding the rag she'd been wiping with and not wiping anything.

She shook it off. Regulars started filtering in at six-oh-five, the way they always did—the same faces, the same orders, the tired mill workers and the early-shift nurses and old Dale Burris who'd been buying the same sourdough round every morning since she'd opened the doors. She worked the case and the register and made small talk and kept the coffee fresh, and by seven-thirty she'd pushed the young biker out of her head entirely.

Almost.

At eight, between the morning rush and the mid-morning lull, she stepped out back to break down cardboard for the recycling bin. The alley ran behind the whole block—her bakery, Carl's diner, the hardware store, the little insurance office on the corner. She flattened boxes and stacked them and was turning back inside when she noticed the car.

A dark sedan, parked on the cross street with a clear line of sight to her front door. No one in this town drove a car that clean. She watched it for a thirty-count, standing still in her alley with cardboard dust on her hands, and the car didn't move and no one got out.

She went back inside, locked the alley door behind her, and picked up the phone to call Janet at the hardware store two doors down.
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Wreck was the first one at the chapel door and had to wait for Flint to unlock it, which felt like standing outside a party he could hear through the wall. The other brothers filed in behind him—Hatchet rolling a toothpick between his teeth, Rig with a road map folded under his arm like he slept with the things, Maul filling the hallway without trying. Breach and Ash came last, and Breach gave Wreck a nod that said he'd already told the table what happened at the toll lot.

The chapel was a converted shed office with a steel door and a long timber table scarred by decades of mugs and fists and knife points. Flint sat at the head, gray eyes patient, hands flat on the wood. He didn't call the room to order. He just stopped talking, and everyone else did too.

"Breach," Flint said.

Breach laid it out clean. The toll lot, the crew boss, the shakedown they'd been running on Gravedigger ground. Then the other piece—the collections outfit pushing a street tax through the mill towns. A collector had gone to Whitcomb's main street to put the shops on the list, and a woman who ran the bakery had run him out in front of a full room and held the whole street against the tax.

"Leon Dortch," Breach said. "Runs the operation. Been squeezing the interior for years—small steady money, protection racket. His collector got beaten in public by a baker with a rolling pin, and the street she talked into holding is still holding."

Hatchet pulled the toothpick out of his mouth. "Dortch can't let that stand. A woman beating his man in front of witnesses and rallying a whole block? Every town he taxes hears that story, and half of them stop paying."

"That's the shape of it," Breach said.

Flint looked at Wreck. "You talked to her."

"Yesterday morning." Wreck leaned forward in his chair because sitting back felt wrong. "She's not scared. She ran the collector out herself and went door to door getting the neighbors to hold. She thinks it's over because the guy left."

"It's not over," Maul said.

"No." Wreck shook his head. "She had a car sitting on her block yesterday. Dark sedan, clean, nobody in this town drives anything like it. She noticed it but she's not reading it right. She thinks she won."

Rig spread his map on the table—a county survey with the logging roads and quarry grades marked in pencil. His finger found Whitcomb, a small dot on a state road between two rivers.

"Whitcomb's main street is six blocks," Rig said. "Bakery, diner, hardware, a few others. One road in from the north, one from the south. Cross street runs east to the county road. If Dortch sends men to make an example, they'll come in on the state road and they'll do it in daylight because the whole point is witnesses."

"How many men does Dortch run
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