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The salvage broker's lot sat off a logging road twelve miles from the nearest blacktop, tucked behind a berm of rusted I-beams and stacked granite slabs that hadn't moved since the last cutting shed closed. Three acres of dead equipment and stolen stone baking in the thin northern sun, surrounded on all sides by walls of black spruce so tall they swallowed the sky at the treeline.

Slate rolled his bike to a stop at the gate and killed the engine. Gravel ticked against hot chrome in the silence.

Tombstone and Prospect Danny pulled in behind him, their pipes dying one after the other until the only sound was wind through the spruce and the distant groan of a truck gearing down on the state road a mile south.

Slate swung off his bike and stood there a moment, reading the yard the way he used to read the face of a granite wall before he set the first charge. Two flatbeds loaded with cut stone that didn't belong to the broker. A box truck with the rear doors hanging open. And parked tight against the office trailer, a late-model pickup that had no business on a salvage lot—clean paint, dealer plates, the kind of truck a man buys when he's spending someone else's money.

"He's got company," Tombstone said, pulling off his gloves.

"He does."

"You want to wait?"

Slate looked at the pickup, then at the office trailer where a curtain twitched and fell still. "No."

He crossed the yard with the patience of a man who'd spent years setting stone. The trade had taught him that. You didn't rush the cut. You read the grain, found the weakness, and when you swung, the rock did what you told it. People weren't much different. You just had to be willing to stand there long enough.

The trailer door opened before he reached it. Kenny Vickers stepped out mopping his neck with a rag, fifty pounds overweight and sweating through a flannel shirt that had been expensive once. His eyes traveled from Slate to Tombstone to Danny and back, and his tongue ran across his lower lip.

"Slate. Wasn't expecting you boys till—"

"You owe the club eight thousand dollars, Kenny."

Vickers held up both hands, the rag dangling from fat fingers. "Now hold on. I've been moving that stone as fast as I can, but the market's soft right now and the buyers I've got—"

"You've been moving cut granite and salvaged fixtures off Gravedigger ground for eleven months." Slate's voice was flat and unhurried, the way he talked about everything. Like he had all the time in the world and none of it was going to help you. "You paid the first three months. Then you stopped."

"I can explain that."

"You can pay it."

Vickers's eyes cut to the office trailer. The curtain moved again, and Slate filed it.

"Look," Vickers said, dropping his voice like they were sharing a secret, "I've had some complications. Supply chain issues, you know how it—"

"Kenny."

Vickers stopped talking.

"Eight thousand. Today."

The trailer door banged open and two men came out fast, the kind of hired muscle you pick up at a county-line bar for two hundred a night and a promise that never comes through. The first was tall and soft through the middle, carrying a tire iron low against his leg. The second was wiry and twitchy, hands empty but jacket bulging at the hip in a way that was supposed to look subtle and didn't.

Slate didn't move.

Tombstone shifted his weight behind him, easy and ready, but Slate held a hand back without turning. The tall one came straight at him, bringing the tire iron up in a looping swing that telegraphed from three feet away. A bar fighter's move. All shoulder, no thought.

Slate stepped inside it. He caught the man's forearm with one granite-scarred hand, stopped it dead like he was setting a block, and drove his other fist into the soft belly below the ribs. The air went out of the man in a wet grunt and he folded at the waist, the tire iron clanging on hardpack. Slate let him drop.

The wiry one reached for the bulge at his hip. Slate was already moving. He covered the distance in two strides, caught the man by the jacket front with both hands, and drove him backward into the side of the box truck hard enough to rock it on its springs. Sheet metal boomed across the quiet yard like a quarry blast. He pinned him there with one forearm across the chest and pulled the cheap revolver from the man's waistband with the other hand, holding it up where Vickers could see it.

"This what you're spending my eight thousand on, Kenny?"

The pinned man squirmed against the truck panel. Slate pressed harder, leaning his weight in, and the squirming stopped.

"I didn't—they're not—" Vickers was backing toward the trailer, sweat cutting clean lines through the grime on his neck.

"Tombstone."

Tombstone stepped past the tall man groaning on the ground and caught Vickers by the shoulder, steering him back to where Slate could see him. Danny collected the tire iron and stood over the groaner, who had the good sense to stay down.

Slate let the wiry one slide down the truck panel to the dirt and stepped back, tucking the revolver into his own belt. He looked at Vickers the way he'd look at a slab of granite that had cracked wrong—not angry, not heated, just assessing what was left to work with.

"Eight thousand," he said. "And because you pulled iron on a Gravedigger, you're going to give me something else."

"Anything. Jesus, Slate, I didn't mean for—"

"There's an outfit moving cargo through the interior. Hidden loads in ordinary vehicles. You know about it because you know about everything that crosses this yard and half of what moves on the logging roads." Slate watched the broker's face go tight, saw the flinch travel through his jaw. "Tell me."

Vickers looked at his two hired men—one curled on the ground holding his gut, the other slumped against the truck trying to pull air through a chest that wasn't cooperating—and whatever fight he'd bought for four hundred dollars and some bullshit promise died right there in the gravel.

"I don't know names," he said. "I know vehicles. Panel trucks, sedans, anything with a double wall or a false floor. They come through every couple weeks, always different plates, heading north toward the border crossings."

"What's in them?"

"Guns. Stolen, untraceable. Packed into the body panels so tight you'd never see it from outside unless you pulled the trim." Vickers wiped his face with the rag, leaving a smear of dirt across his cheek. "One of their shuttle cars broke down on the county road a week back. Got towed to some garage down near Tannerville. They're nervous about it."

"How nervous?"

"Nervous enough to send spotters past the garage. Nervous enough that the people I talked to won't say the name of whoever's running it."

Slate absorbed that. A shuttle car full of hidden guns sitting in a mechanic's bay on the club's county road. An outfit nervous enough about a stuck load to send spotters and muscle, and scary enough that men like Vickers—men who traded in stolen goods and knew every bad actor between here and the border—wouldn't say the boss's name out loud.

"How many men does this outfit run?"

"Enough. They've got drivers, packers, enforcers—a whole crew layered deep enough that losing a few doesn't slow the operation. And the word on them is clear." Vickers met his eyes for the first time. "Anyone who sees the cargo doesn't see anything else. Ever."

Slate looked at him for a long moment. Vickers had the decency to drop his eyes.

"Tombstone. Get the money."

Tombstone walked Vickers into the trailer. Through the thin walls, Slate could hear a safe opening and the rustle of cash being counted out. He stood in the yard with his hands at his sides, turning the shape of it over the way he'd turn a piece of rough stone—feeling for the grain, testing where it would break.

Guns moving through Gravedigger country. Hidden in the walls of cars that looked like any other beater on the logging roads. A broken-down shuttle sitting in a shop near Tannerville with its cargo still packed inside. And an outfit that killed witnesses with the same cold efficiency as a man pouring concrete over a problem.

The money came out in a duffel—crumpled hundreds and fifties that smelled like motor oil and panic. Tombstone counted it against the tailgate of one of the stolen-stone flatbeds while Danny watched the two hired men crawl toward the pickup, leaving blood and spit on the gravel behind them.

"We're square on the money," Slate told Vickers. "The stone you're moving stays on schedule and the club gets its cut on time, or I come back and we have a different conversation. And Kenny—"

Vickers looked up from the porch of the trailer, still holding his neck with the rag like he could wring the fear out through the sweat.

"Next time you hire guns, spend more than two hundred a head."

They rode out the way they'd come in, single file down the logging road with the spruce closing in overhead and the late-afternoon light cutting through the canopy in pale slabs. Slate ran point, Tombstone behind him, Danny bringing up the rear the way the prospect should. The bikes echoed off the timber walls and faded into the deep woods, and the broker's lot went quiet behind them.

At the compound, Slate dropped the duffel on the timber bar and told the prospect to log it. Tombstone poured two whiskeys from the bottle that lived under the bar and slid one across the salvaged wood without asking.

"Guns through the interior," Tombstone said.

"Yeah."

"Shuttle car sitting in a garage near Tannerville."

"Yeah."

"Our county road."

Slate picked up the whiskey and turned the glass in his scarred fingers. Granite dust sat in the creases of his knuckles the way it always did, ground in too deep over too many years to ever wash clean. He thought about what Vickers had said. An outfit running stolen guns through the club's country, hiding them in the panels of ordinary cars, killing anyone who stumbled on a load. And right now, one of those loads was sitting in a mechanic's bay, waiting for someone to pull the wrong panel and find out what was packed behind the trim.

If they hadn't already.

"I'll bring it to the table in the morning," he said.

Tombstone drank and didn't push. That was the thing about Slate—you didn't push the stone. You waited, and when it moved, everything in front of it went down.

Slate leaned against the bar and watched the last light die over the quarry through the tall windows. Somewhere down on the county road outside Tannerville, a mechanic was working on a car with enough hidden guns in its doors to arm a small crew, and the men who put them there would burn the shop to cinders and bury the mechanic in the woods before they'd let that cargo surface.

He finished his whiskey and set the glass down on the bar with a sound like a stone settling into its bed.
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The door panel on the sedan had been fighting her for twenty minutes, and June was winning.

She braced one knee against the rocker panel and worked the trim tool along the seam where the factory clips held the inner panel to the frame. Cheap car, cheap clips, and whoever had done bodywork on this thing hadn't bothered putting them back right. Three were missing entirely, two were jammed crooked, and the panel itself had been reseated with some kind of adhesive that had no business inside a door.

The car had shown up on her lot five days ago, towed in by a county wrecker after it died on the shoulder of the county road three miles south. No one had come to claim it. No one had called. The wrecker driver said he'd found it unlocked with the keys on the seat, which was unusual but not unheard of—people abandoned cars in the interior all the time when the repair cost more than the vehicle was worth.

But the bodywork bothered her.

June had been pulling panels and chasing wiring harnesses since she was fourteen, learning the trade in this same garage from a father who believed a woman's hands were as good as any man's under a hood, provided she didn't quit when the work got ugly. Twenty-two years of it had given her a feel for the difference between factory and aftermarket, between a repair done right and a repair done to hide something.

This panel had been removed and reseated. More than once.

She worked the last clip free and the panel came loose in her hands, and a wrapped bundle slid out of the cavity behind it and landed on the concrete floor with a heavy, oiled thud.

June set the panel down carefully. She looked at the bundle for three seconds without touching it, then crouched and peeled back one corner of the cloth wrapping.

Handguns. Four of them, packed tight in oiled rags, serial numbers ground off. She could see the fresh tool marks where someone had taken a rotary to the steel, the cuts precise and deliberate—not a rush job, not panic. Somebody's process.

Her hands didn't shake. She set the wrapping back exactly as it had been, slid the bundle into the door cavity, and pressed the panel back into place with steady fingers. Then she stood up, wiped her hands on her coveralls, and walked back to the engine bay she'd been working before the sedan caught her attention.

Her heart was hammering hard enough that she could feel it in her throat, but her face gave away nothing. A mechanic who'd spent two decades telling customers exactly what was wrong with their trucks—and watching half of them try to lie about what they'd done to cause it—knew how to keep her expression flat when the diagnosis turned ugly.

She heard boots on concrete and didn't look up from the valve cover she was pretending to inspect.

"You got my parts in yet?"

The voice was low and unhurried, the kind of voice that didn't need volume to fill a room. June straightened and turned, shop rag in one hand.

Slate stood at the parts counter with his forearms resting on the scarred wood, filling up the space the way a granite block fills a doorway. She'd seen him a handful of times over the past year—he brought the club's bikes and trucks in for work she couldn't turn down and didn't want to, because the Gravediggers paid on time and didn't argue the bill. He was always quiet, always patient, and always watching with those flat gray eyes that gave away exactly as much as a quarry wall.

Today he was wearing a black thermal under his cut, the leather vest hanging open over shoulders that looked like they'd been carved out of the same stone he used to split for a living. Granite dust still sat in the lines of his knuckles, and a long pale scar ran down one forearm where something heavy and sharp had disagreed with him once.

"Alternator bracket came in yesterday," she said. "It's on the shelf in the back."

"Appreciate it."

He didn't move to go get it. He was looking at her with that patient, unhurried attention, and she realized something in her face had changed despite her best effort. Not fear—she didn't scare that easy. But something had shifted, some tension she hadn't fully locked down, and the big man at her counter had read it the way he probably read stone. Quiet. Missing nothing.

"Something wrong?" he asked.

June wiped her hands on the rag and considered the question. She could lie. She could tell him the bracket was in the back and send him on his way and deal with the four serialless handguns in her bay by herself, the way she dealt with everything—methodical, unhurried, alone.

But she'd been alone with hard problems her whole adult life, and the one sitting in that sedan's door panel was the kind that got a woman buried in the woods behind a gravel pit no one checked.

"Yeah," she said. "Something's wrong."

She walked him to the bay where the sedan sat with its hood up and its secrets temporarily back behind the panel. She didn't touch the car. She just told him, plain and direct, what she'd found and where she'd found it.

Slate listened without interrupting. His expression didn't change—that flat gray stare just settled deeper, the way bedrock settles when you put weight on it. He didn't ask if she was sure. He didn't ask if she'd called anyone. He stood there and took it the way a stone wall takes rain.

"Show me," he said.

She pulled the panel again, working the clips with quick, sure hands. The bundle slid out, and she unwrapped it on the concrete between them. Four handguns, oiled and packed, serial numbers erased. Slate crouched beside her and studied them without picking them up.

He was close enough that she could smell him—leather and engine grease and something underneath that was just warm and solid and male. His scarred hands hung between his knees, forearms heavy with old muscle, and the granite dust in the creases of his knuckles caught the fluorescent light of her shop.

"An outfit's been running guns through the interior," he said, his voice pitched low enough that it wouldn't carry past the bay doors. "Hidden loads in ordinary vehicles. I heard about it two days ago from a man who owed the club money and his continued ability to walk." He looked at her, and the gray eyes held something that wasn't casual anymore. "This is one of their shuttle cars."

"How many guns total? In the whole car?"

"Every panel, every cavity, every gap big enough to pack a wrapped piece into. That's how the outfit works."

"And whoever owns the outfit?"

"Will come for the car. And for anyone who's seen what's inside it."

June absorbed that the way she absorbed a bad diagnosis—straight on, no flinching, turning it over until she understood the full scope of the failure. She looked at the handguns on her shop floor, then at the sedan sitting in her bay with God knew how many more packed into every panel and cavity, and then at the big quiet man crouching beside her who'd just told her she was marked as calmly as he'd asked about a parts order.

"Well," she said. "That's inconvenient."

Something moved behind his eyes. Not a smile—she wasn't sure the man owned one—but something close. An acknowledgment that she hadn't screamed or cried or gone looking for someone to save her, and that he'd noticed.

"The men who hide these loads," he said, "they don't leave witnesses. They recover the cargo and they erase whoever saw it. That's not a threat I'm making. That's how the outfit operates."

"I gathered that from the ground-off serial numbers."

He studied her for a moment, still crouched, still close enough that she could see the grain of old scars across his hands. "You're not rattled."

"I've had customers pull guns on me over a diagnostic fee. I've had a trucker swing a tire iron at my head because I told him his brakes were gone and I wouldn't sign off on the rig." She held his gaze and didn't blink. "I don't rattle easy. I just solve the problem."

Slate stood. He was enormous from where she crouched—six-three of stone and leather rising up like a quarry face. He offered his hand, and she took it. His grip was dry and rough and warm, calluses scraping against her own calluses, and he pulled her to her feet without effort. He held on a half-second longer than he needed to, his fingers closing around hers with a pressure that said something his flat voice hadn't.

"We need to put this back exactly how it was," he said.

"Already did it once."

They packed the guns back into the door cavity together, working in the easy rhythm of two people who understood tools and tight spaces and the importance of not leaving marks. His hands were careful with the wrapping, precise the way a man who cut stone for a living would be precise—every motion deliberate, nothing wasted. She pressed the panel home and checked the clips while he held the trim in place for her, their forearms brushing in the tight space.

"They'll come for the car," he said, stepping back.

"I know."

"And for you."

"I know that too."

He looked at her, and the flat gray stare had something new in it now. Something that went beyond a club brother assessing a tactical problem. She'd seen that look on men before—that particular stillness when a man stopped calculating a situation and started seeing the woman standing in the middle of it.

"I'll be at the compound tonight," he said. "I'll have brothers watching the road."

"I'm not closing the garage."

"Didn't ask you to."

"Good. Because this is the only full-service shop between here and the interior, and I've got a logging truck coming in at seven tomorrow morning that needs a transmission rebuild before the weekend or a man doesn't get paid."

The corner of his mouth moved. Barely. "Noted."

He held her eyes for another beat, something electric and heavy sitting in the air between them like the pressure before a thunderstorm. Then he turned, took the alternator bracket from the shelf, and set cash on the counter without asking the price—overpaying by twenty dollars, which she noticed and filed away next to the way his hand had felt around hers.

She watched him from the bay door. He threw a leg over his bike in the gravel yard, fired the V-twin—the engine cracking the quiet of the county road like a rifle shot—and pulled out heading north toward the compound without looking back.

June stood there a moment longer, arms crossed over her coveralls, grease on her knuckles and a car full of hidden guns sitting ten feet behind her in bay two. The sound of his bike faded into the spruce and the evening went quiet again.

She went back to work. There was a valve cover that needed finishing and a brake job waiting in bay three, and the fact that violent men were coming for their cargo didn't change the fact that the county's trucks still needed to run.

She was tightening a rocker arm twenty minutes later when headlights swept across the shop windows. Slow. Too slow for a customer, too slow for anyone heading somewhere with purpose.

June looked up from under the hood. A dark truck was rolling past on the county road, thirty miles an hour in a fifty zone, the driver's window cracked despite the evening chill. It passed the garage, brake lights flaring once at the edge of her lot, then kept going north and vanished around the curve.

She watched the taillights disappear and picked up her wrench.

They were already watching.
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Slate set the bundle on the chapel table at eight in the morning and unwrapped it without ceremony.

Four handguns, oiled rags, ground serial numbers. The fluorescent light caught the rotary marks on the steel, and six men leaned in from their chairs around the heavy timber table. Nobody spoke for a five-count. Then Flint picked up one of the pieces, turned it in his scarred quarryman's hand, and set it back down.

"Where," the president said.

"Sedan in June Halloran's garage on the county road outside Tannerville. Towed in five days ago, nobody claimed it. She pulled a door panel and these fell out." Slate kept his voice level. "Every panel on that car is packed. This is four out of God knows how many."

Hatchet leaned back in his chair, the real hatchet on his belt catching the light. "The outfit the broker told you about."

"Same one. Guns moving north through the interior in shuttle vehicles, hidden in the bodywork. One of the shuttles broke down and ended up in her bay."

"And she found the cargo." Flint's gray eyes were steady and patient, the pit boss reading the face of a problem. "How'd she handle it?"

Slate thought about June crouching on her shop floor with four illegal handguns between her knees, telling him it was inconvenient. The dry voice. The steady hands. The way she'd met his eyes and not flinched.

"She packed them back in the panel before I got there," he said. "Didn't
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