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The barn smelled like hay and blood and the sweat of men who'd paid ten dollars to watch someone get hurt.

Maul ducked through the side door and stood against the wall while his eyes adjusted. Bare bulbs on extension cords threw hard shadows across the dirt floor where they'd staked out the ring with hay bales and rope. Maybe sixty men packed the edges, mill hands and loggers mostly, boots muddy, breath fogging in the cold. A fiddle case sat open on a sawhorse near the door, half full of crumpled bills. Two men circled each other in the ring, one of them already bleeding from the mouth.

He wasn't here for the fights.

Breach leaned against the barn door behind him, arms crossed, watching the crowd with a gunsmith's patient attention. Ash had the truck running in the lot outside. This was a collect-and-correct, nothing more—ride in, settle a debt, ride out.

The promoter's name was Garvey. Ran bare-knuckle cards out of dairy barns and equipment sheds from Harrow Mills to the county line, pulling cash off men who fought for gas money and spectators who bet on the damage. That was fine. A man could bleed for money anywhere he wanted. The problem was that Garvey hadn't paid his operating fee to the club in three months and had started running cards without asking, pushing into territory the Gravediggers held because no one else would.

Flint wanted the money. Maul wanted the conversation.

The fight in the ring ended when the bigger man caught a knee going backward over a hay bale and went down hard. The crowd pressed forward, cash changing hands, and Maul used the noise to cross the floor to where Garvey stood behind a folding table counting the take.

Garvey saw him and went still the way small animals go still. He was a wiry man in his fifties with quick hands and a card player's smile that died on his face like someone had switched it off.

"Maul." He said it the way you'd say the name of a weather event you couldn't outrun. "Wasn't expecting club tonight."

"Three months, Garvey."

"I know, I know. Listen, I've been meaning to—"

"You owe four thousand. I'm here for four thousand."

Garvey's eyes cut sideways. Not toward the door. Toward the ring.

Maul saw it. He always saw it. Reading a room was the first thing you learned working the door at a place where the drunks carried knives, and every room since had been easier than that one.

The two fighters who came at him from the crowd weren't bad. They were big, young, and angry, the kind of men Garvey kept around for exactly this—a pair of heavyweights who'd crack skulls for a cut of the night's purse and think they'd earned something.

The first one came straight, which was a mistake. Maul set his feet, let the man's momentum carry him forward, and hit him once in the solar plexus with a short right hand that had twenty years of timber and iron behind it. The man folded like wet cardboard and sat down in the dirt, making a sound like he'd forgotten how lungs worked.

The second one was smarter. He circled left, hands up, trying to find an angle on a man who outweighed him by twenty pounds and stood like he'd been planted in the floor. Maul gave him the angle. Let him think he'd found something. When the kid threw, Maul slipped it by an inch—he could feel the wind off the knuckles—caught the arm, and drove an elbow into the man's jaw that spun his eyes to white.

Both of them down. Maybe four seconds total.

The barn went quiet except for the hiss of the extension-cord lights and the heavy breathing of sixty men who'd just remembered why the Gravediggers sent this particular brother to collect.

Maul turned back to Garvey. Didn't hurry. Didn't need to.

Garvey had the cash out of the fiddle case before Maul finished turning. His hands shook badly enough that bills fluttered to the dirt, and he crouched to scrabble them up, talking fast.

"Four thousand, it's all here, you can count it. And the fee's current going forward, I swear to Christ, Maul, I just got behind—"

"You set two men on me."

The talking stopped.

Maul picked up the fiddle case, dumped the remaining cash on the table, and counted it with thick, scarred fingers while Garvey stood there turning the color of old milk. Four thousand two hundred. He took four and left the rest.

"Running cards is fine," Maul said. "You pay the club and you ask before you open a new barn. That's the deal. It was always the deal."

"Yeah. Yeah, absolutely."

Maul set the fiddle case down. "You set men on me again and I'll close every barn you run from here to the county line. With you inside one of them."

Garvey nodded so hard his neck cracked.

Maul had already turned away when the promoter's voice caught him, pitched low and fast, the tone of a man trying to buy goodwill with information.

"Hey—Maul. Listen. I hear things, right? Men talk at fights."

Maul stopped. Didn't turn.

"There's an outfit running loads up the interior highway. Cross-border stuff—freight, cash, whatever falls off. Not local boys. They've got a crew asking around about a driver who skimmed a load and bolted. Hard men, pictures, the whole deal. They've been through Harrow Mills, up past Bickerton, working every motel and gas stop on the highway."

Now Maul turned.

Garvey licked his lips. "Heard one of them got rough at a bar in Colcord, flashing a photo, asking about a guy checked in under a fake name. Said they'd burn whatever building he was in if they had to."

"Who's running it?"

"Don't know the name. Out-of-state money, maybe up from the line. They're not asking permission from anybody, which is why I'm telling you."

Outside muscle hunting a man through Gravedigger country. Burning buildings if they had to. Not asking permission.

Maul filed it the way he filed everything—clean, complete, waiting for the next piece to make the shape.

"Breach." He said it without raising his voice, because he never had to. Breach pushed off the barn door and fell in beside him, and they walked out into the cold where Ash had the truck idling and the bikes racked in the bed.

The ride back to the compound took forty minutes on logging roads glazed with early frost. Maul rode in the passenger seat and watched the black wall of spruce slide past the windows, thinking about outside men with photographs working the highway motels, and not liking any shape the thought took.

The compound sat dark against the quarry ridge, granite walls and timber beams, the old cutting-shed lights burning amber through the mist coming off the flooded pit. Maul parked the truck in the yard and walked through the six-bay garage where two brothers were pulling a transmission under a trouble light, through the heavy door into the clubhouse proper.

The timber bar ran the length of the main room. Flint sat at the far end going through the club's books with the patience of a man who'd run quarry crews and understood that careless numbers killed people. Hatchet stood behind the bar cleaning a knife he probably didn't need cleaned, his restless energy filling the space even when he was standing still. Rig sat at a table near the window with a county map spread flat, marking something with a pencil stub.

Maul dropped the four thousand on the bar in front of Flint.

"Garvey."

Flint counted it without looking up. "Trouble?"

"He set two on me."

Hatchet's knife paused. "And?"

"They're breathing. Garvey's current."

Flint nodded and put the money in the lockbox. That was the end of it—the debt was paid, the message delivered, the club's ground held. Clean.

Maul pulled a stool to the bar and poured himself coffee from the pot that lived there day and night. He drank half of it before he spoke again.

"Garvey hears an outfit running loads up the interior highway. Cross-border. They've got men hunting a driver who skimmed them, working the motels and gas stops from Harrow Mills north."

Rig looked up from his map. Hatchet set the knife down.

"Outside crew," Maul said. "Not asking permission. Getting rough."

Flint's gray eyes went still the way granite goes still—it was already still, you just noticed it. "On our highway."

"On our highway."

The silence at the bar carried weight. Everybody at the table understood what an outside outfit running muscle through the interior meant. It meant somebody thought the empty roads and the deep woods were unowned country, free ground to hunt through and leave bodies in. It meant they hadn't heard of the Gravediggers, or they had and didn't care.

Either way, it was the same answer.

"Keep ears on it," Flint said. "It comes onto our ground, we handle it."

Maul drank his coffee and sat with the shape of it in the quiet bar while the mist crawled across the quarry outside. Somewhere up the highway, hard men with photographs were knocking on motel doors, and the thing that was coming had already started moving.

He could feel it the way he'd always felt a room about to go bad—not a sound, not a movement, just a change in the weight of the air.

He finished his coffee and waited.
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The ice machine had been making that sound again all night, the grinding clunk every forty minutes that meant the compressor was dying and she'd be hand-carrying bags from the gas station in Harrow Mills by the end of the week. Rosalind marked it in the maintenance log she kept under the front counter—ice machine, compressor, call Hank—and went back to the invoices she'd been reconciling since ten o'clock.

The motel had six rooms occupied out of fourteen. Two truckers on the long haul to Presque Isle, a couple from Connecticut who'd gotten lost looking for a lake rental, a lineman working the power company's interior route, and the man in Room 9 who'd checked in four days ago under the name John Porter, paid cash, and hadn't once opened his curtains.

She didn't ask questions when people paid cash. Half the men who stopped on the interior highway had reasons for keeping quiet, and most of those reasons were none of her business. But John Porter had a flinch to him she didn't like. Jumped at the ice machine. Kept his truck backed in tight to the building so the plates faced the wall. Came to the kitchen window for coffee and eggs at odd hours, always scanning the lot before he crossed the ten feet of pavement.

Scared. Badly scared. And getting worse.

Rosalind pushed her glasses up and checked the clock. Quarter past midnight. The kitchen was closed but she'd left the coffee on for the lineman, who kept trucker hours, and for herself, because a woman alone at a highway motel desk at midnight stayed awake or stayed stupid.

That was when the headlights swung into the lot.

She watched through the office window as a dark pickup pulled past the vacancy sign and parked nose-in at the far end, away from the room doors. Two men got out. They didn't come to the office first, which was the first wrong thing. They stood in the lot and looked at the row of rooms, and one of them had something in his hand—a piece of paper, a photograph maybe—that he held up and compared against the trucks parked outside the doors.

Then they came to the office.

The bigger one led. He was thick through the chest, wearing a canvas jacket that didn't fit the season, and he had the walk of a man who expected doors to open for him. The second was leaner, quieter, hanging back to watch the lot while his partner came inside.

The bell over the door jingled. Rosalind kept her seat behind the counter and her hands where they were.

"Help you?"

"Looking for a buddy of ours." The big one put a photograph on the counter, face up. A man's face, mid-thirties, thin and sharp-featured. The man in Room 9, before the four days of bad sleep and fear had hollowed him out. "Drives a blue Dodge. Might've checked in recent."

"I don't discuss my guests."

He smiled. It didn't reach anywhere near his eyes. "This isn't that kind of question, sweetheart. He owes people money and we're here to help him work it out."

"Still don't discuss my guests." Rosalind met his stare over the tops of her reading glasses, the same level look she'd given every drunk and deadbeat who'd ever mistaken a night-desk woman for someone soft. "You want a room, I've got rooms. You want information about who's in them, you're at the wrong motel."

The smile dropped. He leaned on the counter with both hands, crowding her space, and she could smell cigarettes and something chemical—solvent, maybe, or the inside of a vehicle that had been driven too long with the windows up.

"Lady, I'm asking nice. Won't be asking nice much longer."

"And I'm telling you plain. I don't give out guest information. Not to you, not to anyone. That's the policy and it doesn't change because you lean on my counter."

His partner had come inside now, standing just inside the door, eyes moving from the hallway that led to the rooms to the kitchen entrance and back. Mapping exits. Rosalind felt the hair rise on her arms.

The big one straightened up and looked at his partner. Some signal passed between them, the kind of look men share when they've decided talking is done. Then he stepped around the counter toward the hallway.

"Sir, that area is for registered guests only—"

He shouldered past her. Not a shove, but close enough that her hip caught the edge of the counter and she grabbed it for balance. He was already three steps toward the room doors.

She never saw where the other man came from.

One second the hallway was a problem she was about to chase down with her voice and the phone on the wall. The next, the big one was coming backward through the office door so hard the frame cracked, and a man she'd never seen before was standing in the hall where he'd been, filling it shoulder to shoulder, with hands that looked like they'd been carved out of the same granite the county was built on.

The big one hit the office floor and skidded into the magazine rack. Rosalind stepped back against the wall, not out of fear but out of the practical understanding that a two-hundred-and-fifty-pound man had just been thrown through a doorway by someone bigger, and the smart move was to not be standing in the landing zone.

The stranger stepped through the broken frame and looked down at the man on the floor the way you'd look at a piece of furniture you'd moved out of the way. No anger in it. No heat at all. Just a calm, immovable certainty that the thing he'd done was the thing that needed doing.

He was enormous. Not just tall—thick, built like the old-growth stumps she saw the loggers work around because it wasn't worth the chainsaw time. Scarred knuckles. A notch out of one ear. A face that gave away exactly nothing except that it had seen everything and decided most of it wasn't worth the expression.

He wore a leather cut with patches she recognized. The Backwoods Gravediggers. She'd seen their bikes on the highway, heard the stories everyone in the interior heard. Dangerous men who held the empty country and didn't answer to anyone who drove a cruiser.

The man on the floor was getting up. Blood from his nose, murder in his eyes. He reached for his belt.

The biker hit him once more—a short, unhurried blow to the side of the jaw that sat the man back down like his strings had been cut. Then he turned to the second one, the quiet one by the door.

"Pick him up," the biker said. His voice matched the rest of him. Low, even, like a diesel engine at idle. "And drive."

The quiet one looked at his partner on the floor, looked at the biker, and did the math every man does when he's standing across from someone who just put his best fighter down twice without raising his pulse. He dragged his partner up by the jacket and hauled him toward the door.

The big one was conscious enough to spit blood on her floor. "This isn't over. Not even close."

The biker didn't respond. He stood in the wrecked office and watched them leave the way a stone wall watches weather—present, unmoved, and still standing after.

Rosalind listened to the truck start, the spray of gravel, the headlights sweeping across her windows and disappearing up the highway toward Harrow Mills. Then silence, except for the ice machine grinding through its dying cycle.

She looked at the broken door frame. She looked at the blood on the floor. She looked at the man standing in the middle of her office like he'd been built there.

"You're bleeding," she said.

He glanced at his right hand. His knuckles were split across the first two fingers, not badly, but enough to drip on her counter.

She pulled a clean rag from under the register and held it out. He took it and wrapped his hand without a word, and she watched him do it the way she watched everything—steady, measuring, filing away what she saw.

"Rosalind Teague," she said. "I manage the motel."

"Maul."

"That a name or a description?"

Something shifted behind his eyes. Not a smile—she didn't think this man's face did smiles—but an acknowledgment that the thing she'd said had landed somewhere.

"Both," he said.

She leaned against the counter and crossed her arms. Through the window she could see the empty lot, the highway beyond it, the dark line of spruce against a sky with no moon. The coffee pot in the kitchen was still on. The ice machine clunked.

"Those men had a photograph of one of my guests," she said. "And they'll be back with friends."

"Yeah."

"You were in my kitchen."

"Came in off the highway for coffee. Heard the conversation."

"And decided to put a man through my door frame."

"He put his hands on you."

Four words, and every one of them carried weight she could feel in her chest. Not an excuse. Not a justification. A statement of fact that contained its own complete logic: the man had put his hands on her, and so the man had gone through the door. Cause and effect, simple as gravity.

Rosalind studied him. He stood easy in the wrecked office, in no hurry to leave or explain, blood seeping through the rag on his hand. A biker. An outlaw. A man who'd walked out of her kitchen and put down someone twice as loud and half again as mean without changing his breathing.

And he was looking at her like she was the interesting thing in the room. Not the blood, not the broken frame, not the trouble rolling toward them up the highway. Her.

"I've got a first aid kit in the back," she said. "And more coffee. You want to sit down and tell me what I'm dealing with, or do you just throw people through doors and ride off?"

That shift behind his eyes again. Closer to a smile this time, close enough that she felt something low in her stomach she hadn't felt in a long time—the pull of a man who was exactly as dangerous as he looked and hadn't once tried to be anything else.

"Coffee," he said.

She led him through to the kitchen, stepping over the broken trim, and she could feel him behind her—not crowding, not pressing, but there, filling the space with a presence that made the narrow hallway feel like a room that had run out of air. She poured two mugs and set his on the counter beside the griddle, and when he sat on the stool across from her his knees nearly touched hers in the tight kitchen.

She didn't move back.

"Those two will call whoever sent them," she said. "And whoever sent them will want what they came for."

Maul wrapped both hands around the mug. Even sitting, he took up more room than the kitchen was built for. His eyes moved once around the space—the exits, the windows, the line of sight to the lot—and came back to her.

"They will."

"Then I need to know what I've got sleeping in Room 9 that's worth sending men with photographs to my front desk at midnight."

He held her gaze. She held his right back.

"I might know some of it," he said. "Not all."

"Then give me what you've got. Because those men are coming back, and this time they won't bother knocking.
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Her kitchen was too small for him. That was the first thing Maul noticed. The stool put his knees against the counter and his shoulders wider than the space between the griddle and the wall, and the woman who'd just watched him put a man through her door frame sat across from him with her coffee and her reading glasses shoved up in her hair and not one flicker of panic anywhere on her face.

That was the second thing he noticed.

"Tell me," she said.

He told her what he had. Not all of it—she didn't need the club's business, not yet—but the shape. A smuggling outfit running loads up the interior highway and across the line. A driver who'd skimmed a load and cash and bolted. Hard men with photographs working every motel and gas stop between Harrow Mills and the border, hunting the driver before he could talk or spend what he'd taken.

Rosalind listened without interrupting. She held her mug in both hands and watched him over the rim, and her eyes—brown, steady, framed by the kind of lines you got from squinting at bad handwriting on registration cards—didn't move off his.

"Room 9," she said when he finished. "John Porter. Cash, four days, curtains shut."

"That's your man."

"That's my guest." She said it flat, correcting him, and Maul felt something tighten low in his gut that had nothing to do with the trouble outside. This woman didn't bend. Not for the two men with the photograph, not for him.

"Those two will call it in tonight," he said. "Whoever runs the outfit will know the motel, the room, and that somebody broke his man's face when he tried to grab the target."

"Somebody did break his face." She looked at the rag wrapped around his knuckles. "How's the hand?"

"I've hit harder things."

"I believe that."

She got up and pulled a first aid kit from under the sink—a real one, not the drugstore kind, stocked the way a woman stocks things when she's used to handling trouble herself. She set it on the counter between them and held out her hand for his.

Maul unwrapped the rag and laid his fist on the counter. Her fingers were cool and sure, turning his hand to see the split knuckles in the overhead light. She cleaned the cuts with peroxide and didn't flinch at the mess, working with the same unhurried calm she'd shown the two men at her counter.

"You do this a lot?" she asked. "Walk into strange kitchens and start breaking people?"

"Only when they put their hands on someone."

Her fingers paused on his knuckles. Just a beat. Then she went back to work, tearing open a butterfly bandage with her teeth.

"Those men aren't local," she said. "The big one had a New Brunswick accent. French Canadian undertones. The quiet one—he mapped my exits before his partner finished talking. That's not a debt collector. That's someone who's been inside a building that went wrong before."

Maul watched her tape the bandage down. She'd read the two men in the time it had taken them to cross her lobby, catalogued the accent and the tactical behavior, and filed it clean. He'd known bouncers who couldn't read a room that fast.

"You're good at this," he said.

"I've been running night desks since I was twenty-three. You learn to read who's walking in or you learn the hard way." She pressed the last bandage down and looked up at him. "Now. What are you going to do about it?"

Not what are we going to do. Not what should I do. What are *you* going to do about it—a direct challenge from a woman sitting close enough that he could smell her soap, something plain and clean that cut through the coffee and the blood.

Maul pulled his phone and called the compound.

Flint picked up on two rings. Behind him, the sound of the bar—someone laughing, a bottle set down, Hatchet's voice saying something sharp.

"It's the outfit," Maul said. "The one Garvey told us about. They're hunting the skimmer through the motels on the interior highway, and they've got men on it tonight. One of them just tried to grab the target from the motel outside Harrow Mills."

"Your motel?"

Something about the way Flint said it—*your* motel—and Maul looked across the kitchen at Rosalind, who was rinsing his blood off her hands in the sink and watching him in the reflection of the dark window.

"Yeah," he said. "My motel."

Silence on the line while Flint read the weight of it. Twenty years of working the same ground had taught them both a language that ran under the words.

"Outside muscle," Flint said. "Hunting through our country."

"Without asking. Getting rough. The woman who runs the place turned them down flat and they shouldered past her."

Another pause. When Flint spoke again, the quarry-boss steadiness in his voice had gone cold.

"They put hands on a woman on our highway?"

"One of them did. He's got a broken face to think about."

"How many?"

"Two tonight. There'll be more. The outfit's running a crew—drivers, spotters, hard men. They'll come back heavier."

"Hold the ground. I'll send brothers at first light."

The line went dead. Flint didn't waste words any more than Maul did, and the order was clean: hold the ground. The motel sat on the club's highway, the outfit was running muscle through Gravedigger country, and somebody had put hands on a woman under what was now the club's roof.

That was all the reason the Backwoods Gravediggers had ever needed for anything.

Maul set the phone down. Rosalind had turned from the sink and was leaning against it with her arms crossed, watching him. Waiting.

"Club's sending men in the morning," he said. "Until then, I'm here."

"You're staying."

"I'm staying."

She held his gaze for a
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