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The dealer had been cooking on Gravedigger ground for three weeks before anybody bothered to tell him he owed a toll.

Axle sat his bike at the edge of the gravel pit and watched the little operation through the tree line — a rusted-out camper, a generator running loud in the cold, and two men standing around outside like they were waiting for a bus. The whole setup stank of ammonia and stupidity, and the wind off the quarry carried both right to him.

Rig pulled up alongside and killed his engine. "That's the one?"

"That's him." Axle swung off and set his boots in the gravel. "Ketchum said he's been stiffing us since he moved in. Three weeks, no toll, no courtesy."

Breach came up on the other side, quiet as always, and the three of them stood in the tree line for a beat, reading the ground the way men do when they've done this enough times. Two guys outside. Probably one or two more in the camper. The generator would cover the sound of their approach for another thirty yards, maybe forty.

"How you want it?" Rig asked.

Axle rolled his shoulders and started walking. "Direct."

The two men outside saw them coming at twenty yards and went through the whole stupid pantomime — the straightening up, the chest-puffing, the hands drifting toward waistbands. One of them was rail-thin with meth sores climbing his neck like ivy on a bad fence. The other was bigger, carrying a tire iron he'd picked up from somewhere like it meant something.

"You're on the wrong ground," Axle said. He stopped ten feet out and planted himself, weight settled, hands loose at his sides. The gravel pit opened up behind the camper like a gray mouth, fifty feet of nothing and then rock. "You owe the Gravediggers for three weeks of cooking on our dirt, and you owe us a conversation about why you thought that was free."

The thin one looked at the bigger one. The bigger one looked at Axle and did the math wrong.

"We don't owe you shit, brother."

Axle didn't bother correcting him on the word brother. He just waited. Patience was the thing people got wrong about him — they saw the size and the slow way he moved and mistook it for sluggish, like a man that big had to be a beat behind. He wasn't behind. He was just still until he wasn't.

The bigger one came first, swinging the tire iron high in an overhead arc that would've been impressive if it landed anywhere useful. Axle stepped inside the swing, caught the man's wrist on the way down, and drove his forehead into the bridge of the man's nose. Bone cracked wet against the cold air. The tire iron hit the gravel. Axle put a short, heavy punch into the man's ribs and felt something give under his knuckles, and then the man was on his knees in the dirt, holding his face together with both hands and making a sound like a blocked drain.

The thin one had a knife out — a cheap folding blade, shaking in his grip.

Breach raised his chin a quarter-inch, and the thin one reconsidered. The knife went back in his pocket.

The camper door banged open and a third man came out holding a sawed-off shotgun like he'd seen it done in a movie, barrel pointed somewhere between Axle's chest and the open sky. Rig was already moving — he came up the camper's blind side, got a hand on the barrel, and jerked it sideways hard enough to spin the man off the step. The shotgun discharged into the dirt, kicking up a spray of gravel and noise that sent a crow screaming out of the spruce. Rig stripped the gun from his hands and tossed it into the quarry pit without looking. The clatter of it bouncing off granite echoed for a long time.

"Sit down," Axle told the thin one. The thin one sat.

He went into the camper and found what he expected — a cook setup running on the generator, product in various stages on a folding table, and a mess of packaging and cash stuffed in a gym bag under the bench seat. Nothing sophisticated. The kind of operation that got set up in empty country by men who assumed empty meant unowned.

Axle came back out into the cold air and crouched beside the bigger man, who was bleeding freely from his nose and breathing wet through his mouth.

"Here's where we are," Axle said, patient as weather. "You've been cooking on our ground, moving product through our roads, and you haven't paid a dime or asked permission. That's three problems. You've got about two minutes to give me a reason to let you drive out of here instead of walk."

The man spat blood into the gravel. His eyes were already swelling shut. "It ain't just us, man. There's a whole crew running houses through the mill towns. Feck's operation. Meth through the interior — cook houses set up in people's homes, holding the owners to keep the sites quiet."

Axle went still. Not the stillness of surprise — the stillness of a man fitting a new piece into a machine he's been assembling in his head. Houses through the mill towns. Holding owners. That was a different shape than one cook running hot on a gravel pit.

"Names."

"Roland Feck runs it. Got a crew boss, enforcers, cooks rotating through. I'm bottom of the chain, man. I just cook where they tell me."

"How many houses?"

"Four, five that I know about. Maybe more." The man wiped blood off his lip with a shaking hand. "They take a house with an old person living alone, move in a relative or someone who looks like one, and cook right there. Owner stays in a back room and doesn't talk. Anybody asks, the relative's just helping out Grandpa."

Axle looked at Rig. Rig's expression hadn't changed, but his eyes had gone hard and flat the way they did when something crossed a line even a road captain couldn't ride past. Holding old people in their own homes to cover a cook operation — that was the kind of thing that got a crew buried in the deep woods where the ground was soft and the questions didn't come.

"You're done cooking here." Axle stood and brushed gravel dust off his knees. "You're done cooking anywhere on our ground. You leave the toll with him" — he nodded at Breach — "and you drive out clean. If we see you again, you go in the pit. And I don't mean the gravel."

The man nodded fast and kept nodding, blood dripping off his chin into the dirt.

Axle walked back to his bike without looking at the camper or the bleeding man or the thin one still sitting in the gravel with his knife on the ground beside him. Breach collected the toll — cash and product both — while Rig stood watch with his arms crossed, watching the three men load themselves into a rust-eaten pickup and fishtail off the gravel pit like the ground was chasing them.

They rode the back road toward the compound, three bikes in formation on a logging road that cut through black spruce so thick the sky was a gray thread overhead. The cold smelled like pine resin and granite dust and the first raw edge of a winter that was still weeks out but already sharpening its teeth on the morning air. Their pipes echoed off the timber walls on both sides, a rolling thunder that announced who owned the road to anything with ears to hear it.

Axle turned it over the way he turned everything over — slow, steady, fitting the pieces where they went. A meth crew cooking in houses through the interior mill towns. Holding old people to keep the sites quiet. It wasn't just dirty. It was the kind of operation that poisoned a town from the inside, one house at a time, and by the time anyone noticed, the roots were dug in deep enough to pull up the foundation with them.

The Gravediggers held this country. The logging roads, the quarry grades, the mill towns strung along the rivers — that was their ground, their people, the communities they'd bled for and buried men to keep. Some meth outfit setting up cook houses and holding homebound old folks in their own back rooms wasn't just a toll problem or a territory problem. It was a direct move on everything the club existed to protect.

He'd bring it to the table. Let Flint and Hatchet chew on it, let the officers work the angles. But Axle already knew what the answer would be, because there was only one answer when someone moved on the people the club called theirs.

They rode out of the tree line and the quarry opened up ahead, the compound's granite walls catching the last of the gray afternoon light. The converted mill sat heavy on the high ground, stone and timber, the single approach road stretching back through a half-mile of open gravel where nothing came up unannounced. Axle pulled into the yard, killed his engine, and sat for a moment in the ticking silence while the heat bled off the pipes.

Rig swung off beside him and pulled his gloves. "You're going to want to check on the old logger in Rell's Landing. Harlan Goss. He's on someone's home-health circuit — if they're running houses in that town, he's close to it."

Axle nodded. Harlan Goss was kin to one of the brothers — an old quarry man who'd broken his back on a granite face thirty years ago and never left the house much since. Homebound, alone, dependent on whatever aide showed up to turn him and keep him fed. If Feck's crew was taking houses in Rell's Landing, Harlan was exactly the kind of man they'd move on. The kind nobody would notice going quiet.

"I'll ride down tomorrow," Axle said. "See what the ground looks like."

He walked into the timber bar and set his helmet on the scarred wood and ordered a beer. The noise of the club settled around him like something solid — brothers at the pool table, the crack of the break, somebody arguing about a carburetor at the far end of the bar, music from the jukebox that nobody ever changed and nobody ever turned off. Maul was in the corner booth with his arms crossed, watching the room the way he always watched it, like a man cataloguing exits. Ash had his back to the wall by the door, nursing a whiskey and reading something on his phone with the particular focus of a man who didn't like being snuck up on.

The ordinary machinery of the compound running the way it always ran. The sound a man heard when everything in his world was still in its right place.

Axle drank his beer and thought about old people held in their own homes by men who cooked poison in their kitchens, and the slow steady burn in his chest wasn't anger exactly. It was the feeling of a machine being set in motion — heavy, patient, and impossible to stop once it started rolling.
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Ada Pruitt had six stops on her Tuesday circuit, and by the third one her shoulder was already screaming at her to find a different line of work.

She ignored it the way she'd been ignoring it for two years — rolled it once, hard, felt the grind of something that probably needed an MRI she couldn't afford, and kept moving. Mrs. Cornwell needed her compression stockings changed and her blood pressure checked and somebody to make sure the lunch her nephew dropped off on Sunday hadn't gone bad in the fridge. That mattered more than Ada's shoulder.

The van was a twelve-year-old Econoline with a heater that worked when it felt like it and a sliding door that stuck in the cold. She kept her supplies in milk crates in the back — wound kits, pill organizers, blood pressure cuffs, the portable scale she used for patients who couldn't stand on their own. The van smelled like antiseptic and coffee and the pine air freshener she'd hung from the mirror three months ago that had stopped smelling like pine around Columbus Day.

Rell's Landing sat in the crease of a river valley where the mill had closed fifteen years ago and taken most of the town's reason for existing with it. What was left were the old ones — the loggers and quarry men and mill workers who'd been born here and would die here, in houses their parents had built, on roads the state barely maintained. Ada drove those roads six days a week because nobody else would.

Mrs. Cornwell was fine. The lunch was bad. Ada threw it out, made her a sandwich, checked her pressure, changed the stockings, and spent ten minutes listening to a story about a cat she'd had in 1987 that she told every Tuesday like it was new. Ada listened every time like it was.

Stop four was Harlan Goss.

She pulled up to the house on the gravel road at the edge of town and saw the motorcycle parked in front, big and chrome and completely out of place next to Harlan's rusted mailbox. Not a weekend-warrior bike, either — this was a working machine, scarred and heavy, with saddlebags that had seen weather. The patch on the saddlebag cover said Gravediggers MC.

Ada grabbed her kit and went in.

She found them in Harlan's bedroom — the old man propped up on pillows that needed changing, and the biggest man she'd seen in a long time sitting in the wooden chair beside the bed like he'd been poured into it. He had grease worked into his knuckles and a burn scar along one forearm and a way of sitting that made the chair look like it had been built around him. He was holding a glass of water to Harlan's mouth with a gentleness that didn't match anything else about him.

"He needs to be turned," Ada said from the doorway. "And those pillows need to come out. He's been sitting up too long — his tailbone's going to break down."

The big man looked at her. Steady eyes, unhurried. He didn't startle and he didn't posture. He just looked.

"You the aide?"

"I'm the aide." She set her kit on the dresser and pulled gloves from the box she kept in the side pocket. "Ada Pruitt. I've been coming to Harlan three times a week for two years. You're new."

"Axle." He set the water glass down. "He's kin to one of my brothers."

She didn't ask which brother or what kind of club sent a man this size to check on an old logger. She had work to do. "Can you help me turn him, or are you just visiting?"

Something shifted behind his eyes — not offense, something warmer than that. He stood up from the chair and the room got smaller. "Tell me how."

She told him how. Log-roll, support the hips, watch the catheter line. He followed her instructions exactly, his big hands careful and precise on Harlan's bony frame, and when the old man groaned at the shift he held still and waited until Ada nodded before moving again. She'd worked with enough untrained hands to know the difference between a man who was careful because he was scared and a man who was careful because he understood what carelessness cost. This one understood.

"You've done this before," she said.

"Moved heavy things in tight spaces." He eased Harlan down onto fresh pillows. "Principle's the same."

Harlan coughed and blinked up at the both of them. "The hell are you two hovering for? I ain't dead yet."

"Not today," Ada said, and checked his vitals while Axle stood by the window with his arms crossed, watching her work with an attention that had nothing professional about it. She felt it the way she felt a draft — something in the room had changed temperature, and she was aware of exactly where the source was standing.

She finished with Harlan, made notes in her chart, and let herself look at Axle straight on for the first time since she'd started working. He was looking back. Not hiding it, not performing it. Just a big, steady man watching a woman work and finding something in it worth watching.

"He needs better nutrition," she said, because somebody had to say something practical before the room got any warmer. "The meals his cousin drops off are garbage. Canned soup and white bread."

"I'll handle it."

No qualifiers, no questions about what kind of food or how often. Just a flat statement that landed like a cornerstone.

Ada packed her kit and left without looking back, which took more effort than the shoulder.

Stop five was Earl Purcell's place.

Earl was eighty-three, a retired sawyer who'd lost most of his hearing to the mill and all of his mobility to a stroke. His house was at the end of a dead-end road that backed up to the woods, and his nephew had moved in six months ago to help with his care. That was the story, anyway. The nephew — a jittery, thin-faced man named Kip who never seemed to be doing any actual helping — had been in the house every time Ada visited, hanging around the kitchen or the back rooms with a restlessness that set her teeth on edge.

She let herself in with the key Earl had given her a year ago and knew immediately that something was wrong.

The smell hit first. Not the usual smell of an old man's house — dust and mothballs and the staleness of windows that didn't open. This was chemical. Sharp and acrid, the tang of something being cooked that wasn't food, cutting through the closed air like a blade.

The kitchen was a mess she hadn't seen before. Not dirty-dish mess — equipment mess. Plastic tubing, bottles she didn't recognize, a fan rigged to blow toward the back window. The table where Earl used to eat his meals was covered in supplies that had nothing to do with feeding an old man.

Ada went straight for Earl's bedroom.

She found him in the back room — not his bedroom, the small back room that used to be a sewing room, crammed onto a twin mattress on the floor with a bucket beside it. He was thin. Thinner than two weeks ago, when she'd last been here. His eyes were glassy and scared and when he saw her he grabbed for her hand with a grip that shook.

"Ada." His voice was a rasp. "Ada, they won't let me—"

The door behind her opened.

Kip stood in the hallway, and the jittery restlessness she'd always read as simple nervousness had resolved into something sharper and meaner. His eyes were blown wide and his jaw was working and he had the energy of a man who'd been sampling his own product.

"You ain't supposed to be here today."

"I come every Tuesday." Ada kept her voice flat. She didn't let go of Earl's hand. "He needs medical attention. He's dehydrated and he's lost weight and he needs to be in his own bed."

"He's fine." Kip stepped into the doorway and blocked it. "You should go."

Ada looked at Earl. Earl looked at her with eyes that said everything his ruined voice couldn't — help me, they won't let me leave, I'm scared and I'm alone and you're the only person who comes.

She squeezed his hand once. Then she stood up, picked up her kit, and walked toward the door.

Kip didn't move.

"You need to step aside," Ada said, quiet and level, "or I'm going to walk through you, and then I'm going to come back tomorrow, and the day after that, and every day until Earl is in his own bed eating real food. That's not a request."

Something in her voice — the flatness of it, the complete absence of bluff — made Kip step aside. She walked past him without hurrying, through the kitchen with its cook setup she could now identify for exactly what it was, out the front door, and down the steps to her van.

Her hands were steady on the wheel. They stayed steady through the ignition and the three-point turn and the first quarter-mile of gravel road. They started shaking at the stop sign.

She pulled over and sat for thirty seconds with her forehead on the steering wheel, breathing through her nose, while her heart tried to beat its way out of her chest. Then she straightened up, wiped her eyes once, and drove to her last stop.

Mrs. Delaney's blood pressure was high. Ada adjusted her medication notes, heated a can of soup, washed the dishes in the sink, and acted like a normal person doing a normal job on a normal Tuesday while her mind ran a quiet, precise inventory of what she'd seen in Earl Purcell's house.

A cook operation. Meth, from the smell and the equipment. Earl shoved into a back room like storage, held in his own house by a man using his address as cover. And Kip had seen her see it. Had seen her read the kitchen and the back room and the old man's terrified eyes, and he knew she understood exactly what she'd walked into.

She finished Mrs. Delaney's visit and drove her circuit home — the same roads she drove every day, the same turns, the same empty stretches of two-lane blacktop between the houses that were her whole working world.

The truck appeared two houses after Earl's.

Dark pickup, no plates she could see, hanging back three car-lengths on the gravel road. It stayed with her through two turns and a stretch of state highway and only peeled off when she hit the main road into town where the gas station cameras would pick it up.

Ada drove home and locked her door and sat at her kitchen table with a cup of tea she didn't drink, running through her patient list in her head. Six stops. Six old people who had nobody else. Earl Purcell held in a back room while men cooked poison in his kitchen.

She wasn't going to stop her rounds. She wasn't going to pretend she hadn't seen it. And she wasn't going to leave Earl Purcell in that room to die forgotten while the nephew who was supposed to be caring for him used his house as a drug lab.

The truck would be back tomorrow. She knew that the way she knew a patient's vitals were trending wrong — not because anyone had told her, but because she'd been reading bad signs long enough to know what came next.
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Axle laid it out at the chapel table the way he laid out everything — slow, plain, and in order.

The room was stone and timber and the steel door was shut. Flint sat at the head with his hands flat on the wood, gray eyes patient. Hatchet leaned back in his chair with that restless sharpness he carried like a second weapon. Maul stood against the wall because Maul always stood against the wall. The other officers filled the table — Rig, Breach, Ash — and the air smelled like coffee and gun oil and the particular tension of men waiting to hear something they already knew was going to be bad.

"Meth crew running cook houses through the interior mill towns," Axle said. "Started with the dealer we cleared off the gravel pit last week. He gave up a name — Roland Feck. Crew boss, enforcers, cooks rotating through. Four, five houses that we know about, probably more."

He paused. Let that settle.

"They're taking houses with old people living alone. Move in someone who looks like a relative, set up a cook, and keep the owner in a back room. Anybody asks, nephew's just helping Grandpa." He looked at Flint. "Yesterday I rode down to check on Harlan Goss in Rell's Landing. While I was there, the home-health aide on his circuit — woman named Ada Pruitt — walked into one of these houses on her rounds. Saw the cook, saw the old man being held. The crew saw her see it."

Hatchet's
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