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The crew boss ran his mouth for the first thirty seconds. Boulder let him.

Two men flanked the boss at the edge of the clearing where the site-clearing outfit had set up on Gravedigger ground without so much as a phone call. Diesel rigs idled behind them, a skidder and a loader parked nose-to-tail on a logging road that belonged to the club the way the granite under it did. Hatchet sat his bike twenty yards back with Ash, engines ticking in the cold, watching the tree line out of habit.

The crew boss was a thick-necked man in a hard hat who kept jabbing his finger toward Boulder's chest without quite touching it. "—don't give a damn whose road this is, we got a contract, we got a schedule, and I'm not paying some backwoods toll to a bunch of—"

"You sabotaged Harlan Vickers's excavator," Boulder said.

The finger stopped.

Boulder watched the man's mouth. He always watched mouths—the partial deafness on his right side had taught him that years ago in the quarry pit, where a missed word from the powder man could put you under the granite instead of on top of it. The crew boss's mouth was doing something complicated now, working around a lie that wasn't coming together fast enough.

"That's between us and Vickers."

"Vickers runs jobs on our road. You stiffed the club on the toll to run your equipment through. And you put his machine down so he couldn't bid against your outfit." Boulder let each sentence land flat and heavy, the way a block of cut granite lands when you set it. "That's three problems."

The boss looked past Boulder at the two brothers on their bikes and did the math wrong. One big man with scarred hands and two riders hanging back—three against three, and his two were younger and meaner-looking than the quiet giant blocking the road.

"Cody. Pete."

They came fast, which was the first mistake. The one called Cody swung wide and hooked for Boulder's jaw, putting his weight behind it the way a man does when he thinks size is the only thing that matters. Boulder took the punch on his forearm, turned his shoulder into it, and drove the heel of his palm into Cody's sternum. The man folded like a deck chair and sat down hard on the frozen gravel, all the air punched out of him in a white cloud.

Pete was smarter. He circled left—Boulder's deaf side—and came in low.

Boulder had been compensating for the dead ear since the blast scattered shrapnel across his shoulder and rang his skull like a church bell. He didn't hear Pete. He felt the ground shift under the man's boots and pivoted, caught him by the jacket front with one hand, and pinned him against the loader's track with the slow, grinding patience of a man setting a stone. Pete's boots scraped gravel. His fists hammered Boulder's forearm. The two fingers on Boulder's left hand that didn't fully close made no difference—the grip held like a vise bolted to a bench.

"Stay down," Boulder told Cody without turning. The man was trying to stand. He thought about it, looked at his partner pinned three feet off the ground, and stayed.

Boulder set Pete down and stepped back.

The crew boss hadn't moved. His face had gone the particular shade of gray that comes when a man realizes the quiet one was the dangerous one all along.

"The toll," Boulder said.

The boss pulled a roll of bills from his vest pocket and held it out with a hand that wasn't quite steady. Boulder took it, counted it by feel without looking down, and put it in his cut.

"You're done on this road."

"We got three more days on the—"

"Done."

The word sat in the clearing like a dropped slab. Nobody argued with it. The crew boss jerked his chin at his men, and Cody hauled Pete toward the skidder. Engines coughed and the rigs ground backward down the logging road, leaving torn-up mud and diesel stink hanging in the cold air.

Hatchet rolled his bike up and killed the engine. Ash stayed back, pale eyes sweeping the tree line the way he always did—the Tail Gunner never stopped watching what was behind.

"Chatty bunch," Hatchet said.

"The boss gave something up." Boulder pulled the cold into his lungs and let the adrenaline settle. His hands weren't shaking. They never did. The blast that should have killed him had burned the shake out for good—after you've felt the quarry face come apart six feet from your chest, a fistfight doesn't reach whatever's left of your nerves. "There's a construction outfit breaking every contractor in the region. Sabotaging equipment, beating crews, charging the survivors for the right to keep working."

Hatchet's jaw set the way it did when someone was running a game on Gravedigger ground. "Name?"

"Didn't get one yet. But the boss said the outfit's been muscling jobs from here to the county line. They're not just stealing work—they're running a racket. Break the competition, then charge protection to let what's left keep operating."

"That's cute." Hatchet pulled the hatchet from his belt loop and turned it in his hand the way some men fidget with a pen. "How big?"

"Big enough to field crews across the region. Big enough that Vickers was scared to bid against them and the crew boss here would rather eat a toll than cross them."

Ash walked his bike up, engine off, moving with the long-armed economy of a man who'd spent years watching angles and calculating distance. "Saw tire tracks on the spur road heading south. Fresh. Heavy equipment, not just trucks. Somebody else is running rigs through our ground."

Boulder filed it. The picture was taking shape the way a quarry face reveals itself after the first blast—you see the grain of the stone, the fault lines, where it wants to break and where it'll hold. A construction racket choking the county's building trade, running equipment through Gravedigger territory without paying, sabotaging the locals who couldn't fight back.

The kind of operation that cut corners with other men's lives.

He'd buried a man once who'd died because a foreman rushed a blast count. Stood at the edge of the pit and watched them haul what was left out of the rubble while the foreman explained to the county inspector why the timer had been set short. Boulder had broken the foreman's jaw in the parking lot after the funeral and never regretted it, not once in all the years since.

Men who cut corners with other men's lives were the one thing that moved the immovable man.

"Compound," Boulder said. "Flint needs to hear this."

They mounted up, three bikes firing in sequence—Boulder's rumble deeper and heavier than the others, the engine carrying the extra weight the way the frame did, built to haul. The toll money sat in his cut like a down payment on something bigger.

The logging road unwound ahead of them, frozen mud and gravel threading through walls of black spruce that blocked the sky. The cold bit exposed skin and the exhaust note bounced off the timber and came back changed, flattened, swallowed by a forest that didn't give a damn about any of them. Boulder rode with his weight settled and his eyes on the road, compensating for the dead ear by checking mirrors twice as often on the right side. Twenty years of that. It was automatic now, like breathing, like the way his two stiff fingers wrapped the throttle grip in a pattern his hand had learned to work around.

At the compound gate, the gravel yard opened up under the converted granite mill's stone walls—thick enough to stop rifle rounds, heavy enough to stand another hundred years. The quarry pit stretched behind the building, flooded and dark, keeping whatever the club had put in it. Boulder parked and sat the bike a moment, letting the engine tick down in the cold.

The timber bar inside was loud with the after-work crowd—brothers coming off shifts and errands, the smell of coffee and gun oil and the particular compound scent of leather and woodsmoke that never quite left the walls. Boulder moved through the noise without adding to it, found a spot at the end of the bar where the wall was on his right side, and put his back to the stone.

Hatchet was already at Flint's table, talking low and fast. The President sat in his usual chair with a mug of black coffee, gray eyes steady and patient, the old quarry boss reading the room the way he'd once read a rock face—watching for who was tired, who was wound up, where the pressure was building.

Boulder waited. Flint would call him over when Hatchet finished, because that was how the table worked—information moved through channels, and the channels existed because men stayed alive when the right person heard the right thing at the right time.

He watched mouths across the bar. Breach was explaining something about a firing pin to a prospect, his careful gunsmith's hands moving in the air. Maul stood by the door with his weight already set, not talking to anyone, not needing to. Rig nursed a beer at the far end and studied something on his phone with the quiet focus of a man who was always three turns ahead.

His brothers. The crew worth guarding.

Flint's chin came up a quarter inch. Boulder crossed the room and took the chair across from the President.

"Hatchet says you shook something loose," Flint said.

"Construction outfit. Running a racket dressed up as contracting. They break the local competition—sabotage equipment, beat crews—then charge the survivors a cut to keep working. The site-clearing crew we just ran off was part of it. They've been operating across the region."

Flint's coffee mug paused halfway to his mouth. That was the only tell—the rest of his face stayed quarry-rock still. "How deep?"

"Deep enough that contractors are too scared to bid against them. Deep enough to field multiple crews with muscle backing every one. And they're running through our ground without paying."

"That stops," Flint said. It wasn't a decision. It was a fact, the way gravity is a fact.

"There's a piece I haven't found yet." Boulder leaned his forearms on the table. "The crew boss said this outfit is breaking every contractor in the region and charging the survivors. That's not just a racket—that's a chokehold. They need something to make it work, some piece that gives them leverage over all of them at once."

Flint set the mug down. "Find it."

Boulder nodded once and pushed back from the table. The bar noise closed around him again—laughter, the crack of pool balls, Hatchet's voice carrying an edge of dark humor from somewhere near the fire. The compound breathed the way it always did at this hour, alive and armed and watching.

He stepped outside into the cold. The quarry pit was a black mirror under the last light, still and deep, and the woods beyond it were already filling with dark. Somewhere out there a construction outfit was strangling the county's trade, and the piece that made the whole racket work was still out of sight.

Boulder lit a cigarette and watched the smoke flatten in the wind. He'd find the piece. He always found the fault line—the place where the stone wanted to break. You just had to be patient enough to read the grain.

The cold didn't bother him. Nothing much did anymore.
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The torch threw a hard blue line along the channel steel, and Frances followed it with the steady hand of a woman who'd been running a bead since she was thirteen and too short to reach her father's bench without a milk crate. The arc popped and hissed, filling the shop with the smell of hot metal and flux, and she held the angle until the puddle set clean and moved on without lifting.

Her shop wasn't much to look at from the road. A corrugated steel building on Steadmill's industrial edge, roll-up bay doors, a gravel lot with a dumpster full of cutoffs and a sign that read OKAFOR FABRICATION & WELDING in letters her father had painted twenty years ago and she'd touched up twice. Inside was a different story—two welding stations, a plasma table, a brake and shear, racks of stock steel and aluminum running floor to ceiling along the back wall, and every inch of it organized the way a woman organizes a shop she intends to run until she can't lift the torch anymore.

She killed the arc, flipped her helmet up, and checked the weld. Clean, flat, full penetration. The channel was a repair piece for a logging outfit's loader arm—the third time she'd rebuilt this particular joint because the operator ran it like he was trying to kill it. She'd told him twice. He didn't listen. Men rarely did the first time, or the second.

The steel listened, though. Steel always did exactly what you told it to, and if the weld failed it was your fault, not the metal's.

The shop door scraped open and let in a wedge of cold air and gray light.

Frances turned on instinct, one hand still on the torch. The man who came through the door had to duck, which told her plenty before she saw the rest of him. Six-four and built like the rock face he'd clearly come off of—not gym-built, not showy, just massive through the shoulders and arms the way men get when they've spent years moving stone by hand. A leather cut over a flannel shirt, the Gravedigger patch across the back. Scarred hands, two fingers on the left that didn't close all the way.

She set the torch down and pulled her gloves off.

He was looking at her mouth. Not the way men usually looked at her mouth—this wasn't a leer or an assessment. He was reading her. She'd seen it before in men who'd lost hearing on one side, the way they oriented toward your face and watched your lips move to catch what the dead ear missed.

She shifted a half step left without thinking about it, putting herself on his good side.

Something moved behind his eyes. Not surprise—recognition. The recognition of a person who'd adjusted for him without making a production of it, the way you'd shift your grip on a tool for a man with stiff fingers without announcing you'd noticed.

"Got club work that needs a real fabricator," he said. His voice was low and unhurried, the kind of voice that didn't waste words because every one had to be chosen and aimed. "Bracket assembly for a truck frame. Custom specs."

"Show me."

He pulled a folded paper from his cut and spread it on her bench. She leaned in, elbows on the steel, and studied the drawing. It was rough but accurate—someone who understood load and stress even if they couldn't draft for a living. The bracket needed to carry weight on a frame that would take punishment on logging roads, which meant full-penetration welds and gussets at every joint.

"Who drew this?"

"I did."

She looked up at him. He was watching her mouth again, patient, waiting for whatever she'd say next with the settled calm of a man who'd learned that rushing never helped anything.

"It's good," she said. "Your gusset placement is right. Most people under-brace the lower joint and it cracks inside six months."

"I know what happens when a thing fails under load."

The way he said it carried weight that had nothing to do with truck brackets. She filed it and kept moving.

They talked the job through for twenty minutes, bench-side, passing the drawing back and forth and marking it up with a grease pencil. He understood material the way she understood it—not the chemistry but the behavior, how steel moved under stress, where it wanted to give and where it would hold. When she suggested a heavier gauge for the lateral brace, he didn't argue or explain why lighter would save money. He looked at the drawing, looked at her, and nodded once.

That was new. Most men who walked into her shop wanted to negotiate the specs down to save a dollar, even when the specs were the only thing between their equipment and a ditch. This one wanted the job done right and didn't need convincing.

"I'll use quarter-inch plate for the mounting face," she said, tapping the grease pencil against the drawing. "Three-eighths would be overkill for the load you're describing, but if you're running logging roads with full weight—"

"Full weight. Bad roads. Every time."

"Three-eighths, then." She marked the change. He watched her hand move on the paper with the focused attention of a man who valued precision—not hovering, not correcting, just present. Following.

She was aware of the size of him in her shop—the way the space felt different with a man that solid standing close enough to the bench that she could smell leather and cold air and something underneath, pine smoke maybe, the compound. His hand rested on the steel near hers while they studied a joint detail, and neither of them moved. The heat from the torch on the nearby station had nothing to do with the warmth she felt along her arm.

She quoted him a price and a timeline and he nodded once, no haggling, no explanation of why the club needed it. She didn't ask.

"Tuesday," she said. "Come by end of day."

"I'll be here."

He folded the drawing and put it back in his cut. His eyes held hers a beat longer than business required—not pushing, not asking, just there, steady and unhurried as everything else about him. Then he turned for the door, ducking it again on the way out, and she watched him cross the lot to a bike that looked like it had been built to carry a mountain. He threw a leg over and sat a moment before firing the engine. The rumble shook the windows in their frames.

Frances put her gloves back on, flipped her helmet down, and went back to the channel steel. The weld puddle steadied under her hand, and she held the line.

She was two hours deep into the loader repair when the shop door opened again.

This one didn't duck. He was shorter and heavier, thick through the chest and gut, with a red face and the particular swagger of a man who'd been told he was intimidating often enough to believe it. No cut, no patch. A canvas work jacket with a construction company logo she didn't recognize and steel-toed boots that were too clean to have seen a job site this week.

He walked onto her shop floor without being invited and stood too close to her welding station, which told her everything about what kind of visit this was.

Frances flipped her helmet up. "Help you?"

"Wendell Coyne sent me." He looked around the shop the way a man looks at something he's planning to own—the stations, the plasma table, the steel racks. Taking inventory. "You do fabrication for every contractor in the county."

It wasn't a question.

"I do fabrication for anyone who walks through that door with a job and a checkbook."

"Mr. Coyne's got a proposal. Your shop takes his jobs first—priority scheduling, his specs, his timeline. In return, you get steady work and his outfit handles any problems that come up with your other accounts."

Frances set her torch down slowly. "Handles problems."

"Competition in this trade is rough. Equipment breaks down. Jobs fall behind. Contractors who can't keep up lose their contracts and their crews and sometimes their trucks." He let that sit. "Mr. Coyne's in a position to make sure your shop stays busy and your customers stay healthy."

The word healthy landed on her shop floor like a dropped hammer.

She stood her full height. She was tall for a woman and broad through the shoulders, and she'd spent thirty years on a shop floor where men twice her size tried to crowd her out of her own space. The trick wasn't matching their size. The trick was not moving.

"My father built this shop," she said. "I've run it for eleven years. Every contractor, farmer, mill, and logging outfit in this county comes through my door because I do the work right and I do it on time and I don't play favorites. That's not changing because some man I've never heard of wants to jump the line."

"You don't want to be on the wrong side of this."

"I'm on my side of this. Which is the side where I run my shop the way I've always run it, and the contractors who depend on me get their steel when they need it. Not when your boss decides they've paid enough to deserve it."

He stepped closer. Close enough that she could see the broken capillaries across his nose, the dirt under his nails that wasn't from any job site. Close enough that a smaller woman would have stepped back.

Frances held her ground. She'd had spark burns land on bare skin and kept the bead running. She'd had a grinding wheel explode three feet from her face and finished the cut. A thick man in clean boots who thought standing close was the same thing as being dangerous didn't rate.

"Every shop in the county that said no the first time said yes the second," he told her, low and flat. "There's always a second time."

"Then I'll be here for it too."

He held her stare for three long beats. She didn't blink. Didn't shift. Didn't give him a single inch of her shop floor, because this floor was her father's before it was hers and it would be hers until she decided otherwise, not one day sooner.

"You'll hear from us," he said.

"I'll be here. I'm always here."

He turned for the door, and she watched him go. Halfway across the lot he stopped and pulled out his phone, and she saw him photograph the front of the building—the bay doors, the lot, her truck, the gas tanks along the side wall. Slow and deliberate, turning to get every angle. Making sure she saw him do it.

Frances pulled her gloves back on.

She picked up the torch and struck the arc and put her eyes back on the steel. The weld puddle formed and she held the line, steady as ever, because the steel was the thing she could control and the weld was the thing that wouldn't lie to her.

But she filed the photographs the way she filed everything—precisely, with the certainty that she'd need the information later.
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Boulder was the first one at the chapel table and the last one to speak.

That was how it worked with him. He sat with his back to the stone wall and his dead ear toward the corner where nobody sat, and he watched the brothers file in and take their chairs—Flint at the head, Hatchet to his right with the hatchet laid flat on the table like a period at the end of a sentence, Rig quiet and watchful, Maul filling the doorframe until he decided to come through it. Breach cleaned a firing pin with an oiled rag and didn't look up. Ash took the chair nearest the exit because Ash always took the chair nearest the exit.

The chapel smelled like old stone and gun oil and the coffee Flint drank by the gallon, and the steel door was shut and locked because what happened at this table stayed at this table. That was sacred.

Flint set his mug down. "Boulder. Tell it."

Boulder laid out what the site-clearing crew had given up—the construction outfit breaking contractors across the region, the sabotage, the beatings, the protection money dressed up as business fees. He kept it short and flat. Facts, not interpretation. The table could draw its own conclusions.

Then he laid the second piece next to it.

"Coyne's man walked into the fabrication shop in Steadmill two days ago. Okafor's place. Told her she works Coyne's jobs first or she doesn't work at all."

Hatchet's jaw tightened. "She tell him to go to hell?"

"In more words. But that's the point." Boulder leaned his forearms on the table, the scarred wood rough under the two fingers that wouldn't close. "Every contractor in the county goes through her shop for steel fabrication. Every one. She's the only real fabricator between here and the coast. If Coyne controls her shop—controls who gets steel and who doesn't—he controls whether any of those contractors can build. He doesn't need to break them all one at a time. He just needs her."

The table went quiet. Boulder let it sit. Some things needed to settle before men could see the shape of them.

"The shop is the chokepoint," Flint said. It wasn't a question.

"The shop is the whole play. Everything else—the sabotage, the beatings, the protection money—that's Coyne tightening the vise. But the fabricator is the jaw. Without her steel, none of those contractors can finish a job. Coyne knows it. That's why he came for her first."

Flint's gray eyes moved from Boulder to the wall behind him, which meant the President was thinking three moves ahead and didn't want anyone reading his face while he did it.

"How many men does Coyne field?" Rig asked from his end of the table.

"The site crew said enough to run multiple jobs with muscle on each one. I had Ash check the spur roads south of the clearing. Fresh tire tracks, heavy equipment, somebody else
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