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The mirror on his left caught a white F-250 falling back three car lengths.

Tailgate clocked it without turning his head. Didn't need to. Twelve years hauling timber down mountain switchbacks had burned the habit into his nervous system—eyes flicking left mirror, right mirror, left again, every six seconds like breathing. The logging rig was gone, sold for scrap after it nearly killed him, but the mirrors stayed. They'd stay until they put him in the ground.

He rode tail on the Highway 2 run, last bike in formation, right where he belonged. Six brothers ahead of him cutting through the corridor between Columbia Falls and East Glacier, chrome throwing sparks of sunlight across the asphalt. Sunroad ran point because nobody alive knew these roads better. Granite rode center. And Tailgate watched what was behind them, because that's where the killing came from.

The F-250 closed a car length.

Could be nothing. Tourist hauling a camper trailer, running late for a campsite reservation. Contractor heading home after a job. Nine times out of ten, the vehicle behind you didn't give a damn about your existence.

It was that tenth time that put you through a guardrail.

Tailgate keyed his radio. "Sunroad. White truck, been on us since the river bend. Three miles."

Static crackled. Then Sunroad's voice, calm as glacier water: "Copy. Gas station in two. We pull, he passes."

The formation didn't change speed. Didn't tighten up or spread out. Six Glacier Kings rolling Highway 2 like they owned it—which they did—and if the white truck wanted trouble, it would find more than it could carry.

Pine-scented air whipped past his face, cold enough to sting even in the afternoon sun. Snow still clung to the peaks on both sides of the valley, white caps over dark timber that ran unbroken to the ridgelines. Logging trucks rumbled the other direction hauling loads that smelled like sawdust and diesel, and every one of them made Tailgate's hands tighten on the grips for half a second before his brain caught up with his body.

Not his rig. Not his problem anymore. He rode a Heritage Softail now, not forty tons of timber on a mountain grade, and the only thing behind him was a truck that was about to stop being interesting.

Sunroad signaled. The formation peeled right into a gas station lot, smooth as water parting around a rock. Six bikes lined up at the pumps like they'd planned to stop all along.

The white F-250 blew past without slowing. Montana plates, mud on the wheel wells, a dog's head hanging out the passenger window.

Nothing.

Tailgate killed his engine last and sat for a moment, watching the truck shrink down the highway until heat shimmer ate it. His pulse hadn't changed. Hadn't spiked when the truck appeared, hadn't dropped when it passed. Vigilance wasn't adrenaline—it was baseline. You either watched what was behind you or you didn't, and if you didn't, you ended up hanging over a two-hundred-foot canyon listening to metal groan while you waited to find out if today was the day you died.

"Tail Gunner sees ghosts again." Clearcut swung off his bike and stretched, arms overhead, chainsaw scars catching the light along both forearms. "That dog looked real threatening."

"Dog had teeth," Tailgate said.

"So does my grandmother. You gonna call in her Buick next?"

Whiteout stepped between them, which wasn't hard when you were built like an avalanche. He didn't say anything. Just looked at Clearcut with those cold eyes until Clearcut raised both hands and headed for the station to take a piss.

Granite pulled his helmet and ran a hand through hair the color of mountain granite—the road name wasn't creative, but it fit. He walked to Tailgate's bike with the unhurried stride of a man who'd never been rushed in his life and never intended to start.

"Anything?"

"No," Tailgate said. "Just careful."

"Careful's why you ride tail." Granite clapped his shoulder once, hard enough to mean something. "We top off and finish. Church tomorrow morning, got business to discuss."

They topped off. Six pumps, six bikes, Tailgate filling last because he wasn't leaving the sight line until everyone else was fueled and ready. Sunroad caught his eye across the lot and gave him a nod—the kind that said I know what you did and it was right. Sunroad understood watching. He'd scraped enough bodies off Going-to-the-Sun to know what happened when nobody paid attention.

The formation rolled out. Sunroad point, Granite center, Tailgate bringing up the rear with his mirrors clean and Highway 2 stretching behind him empty as a promise.

Twenty miles to compound.

He checked every vehicle that appeared in his mirrors. A minivan with kayaks strapped to the roof. Two logging trucks running tandem. A state trooper sitting in a pullout who didn't move when the formation passed because even Montana law knew better than to pull over six Glacier Kings on their own road.

The compound rose from the tree line outside Columbia Falls like it had grown there—converted lumber mill property backed up against mountain views that would've made a real estate agent weep. Chainlink topped with razor wire where the mill fence used to be. The main gate standing open because Coldbore had them on his scope from the moment they hit the access road, and Coldbore didn't miss what he was looking at.

Tailgate rolled through the gate last. Parked last. Killed his engine last.

Every brother accounted for. Every bike in the lot. Nobody left on the road behind him.

The mill yard smelled like pine resin and old diesel, ghosts of the timber industry mixing with fresh exhaust. Brothers scattered toward the clubhouse—a converted mill office with a bar built from salvaged timber that still had saw marks in the grain. Clearcut was already calling for beer. Whiteout disappeared toward the security office without a word, because Whiteout always had somewhere to be that didn't involve conversation.

Tailgate stripped his gloves and stood in the lot for a minute, watching the access road. Empty. Quiet. Trees on both sides, mountains beyond, sky going orange at the edges where the sun was starting its long summer slide toward the peaks.

Nothing behind them.

He headed inside, grabbed a beer from the prospect working the bar, and dropped into a chair where he could see the front door and the hallway to the back. Granite was already in the corner booth with Timberline, heads together over something that would probably become tomorrow's church business. Coldbore had his rifle broken down on a table, cleaning components with the mechanical focus of a man who'd learned that dirty tools killed people.

Normal evening. Compound secure. Brothers home.

The beer was cold and mediocre, the way compound beer always was—nobody rode tail for the beverage selection. He drank half of it and thought about the white truck. Three miles was a long follow for a coincidence. Short for surveillance. Probably nothing, same as it was almost always nothing, but probably was a word that got people killed on mountain roads.

He'd log it. Sunroad kept a file on vehicles spotted during runs—plate numbers, descriptions, locations, patterns. Most of it was noise. The signal, when it came, showed up as repetition. Same vehicle, different days. Same route, different times. Patterns revealed intent, and intent was the only thing worth watching for.

Tailgate finished his beer and set the bottle on the table.

The compound was loud with brothers unwinding, the kind of controlled chaos that meant everyone was home and nobody was bleeding. Good noise. Safe noise. But the bar was serving that light domestic garbage the prospect kept ordering because he didn't know any better, and Tailgate had been riding since noon with nothing in his stomach but road dust and vigilance.

He grabbed his helmet off the table and headed for the lot.

The Timber Wolf sat on Highway 2 about twenty minutes from compound—a roadhouse that had been serving loggers and bikers since before Tailgate was born. Cold beer, heavy pours, and a bartender who didn't make conversation unless you started it. Carmen Veranda ran the place the way her uncle had before her: doors open, music loud, and anyone who couldn't handle themselves got handled for them.

She poured Jack like she was angry at the bottle, and she didn't ask why a man needed three fingers at nine o'clock on a Tuesday.

That was worth the ride.

Tailgate fired the Softail and rolled out through the gate, checking his mirrors twice before he hit the road. Highway 2 stretched west toward the Timber Wolf, empty and dark and familiar, mountains standing black against a sky that wouldn't go fully dark for another two hours.

Nothing behind him but road.

He rode toward the only bar in the valley where the whiskey was honest and the woman pouring it didn't expect him to explain himself.
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The last customer left the Timber Wolf at twelve-forty, which was ten minutes past closing and twenty minutes past Carmen's patience.

She locked the front door and flipped the neon signs off one at a time—Budweiser, Coors, the big timber wolf silhouette her uncle had commissioned in 1986 from a glass shop in Missoula that didn't exist anymore. The parking lot went dark in stages. First the red glow, then the blue, then the amber wolf fading to nothing until the only light left was the single halogen flood over the back door.

Carmen wiped down the bar with the same rag her uncle had probably used, or one exactly like it. Forty years of spilled beer and bad decisions soaked into this wood. She'd refinished it twice since inheriting the place and it still smelled like Pabst and sawdust on humid nights.

The register had fourteen hundred in it, which was decent for a Tuesday. Loggers payday was Friday, so the real money came at the end of the week, but summer tourist traffic kept the midweek numbers from bottoming out entirely. She pulled the cash drawer, separated the deposit from the till float, and locked both in the floor safe behind the bar the way she'd done six nights a week for three years.

Hank, her cook, had left at eleven. Drina, her night bartender, had called in sick, which meant Carmen had worked the bar solo from six to close. Her feet ached in that deep bone way that said she'd been standing on concrete too long, and her right shoulder was tight from pulling taps for seven hours straight.

She grabbed her keys, her jacket, and the Louisville Slugger she kept behind the register.

The back door opened onto gravel and darkness. Her truck sat thirty feet away under the halogen, a beat-up Tacoma with rust creeping along the wheel wells and a dent in the tailgate from a drunk who'd backed into it last winter. She'd made him pay for repairs. He'd tried to argue. She'd shown him the bat and her Golden Gloves trophy in the same conversation, and he'd written the check.

Carmen was halfway to the truck when the first shadow moved.

She stopped. The bat came up, instinct born from a childhood spent closing bars with her uncle, who'd taught her that the parking lot after midnight was where trouble lived.

"Easy, sweetheart." A voice from the left, smooth and friendly in a way that made her skin crawl. "Nobody's looking for trouble."

A second man stepped into the halogen's reach from the right. Big. Taller than her by half a foot, shoulders built for bouncing drunks, hands that hung loose and ready at his sides. His face had the flat, empty quality of someone who'd learned to enjoy hurting people.

The third came from behind her truck. Lean, younger, twitchy in a way that screamed chemical assistance.

Three of them. One of her.

Carmen planted her feet and settled her weight low, the way she'd done in the ring a thousand times before some ophthalmologist told her one more hit to the head could leave her blind in her left eye. The bat rested on her shoulder, easy and familiar.

"Bar's closed," she said. "Come back tomorrow."

"We're not here for drinks." The smooth one stepped forward, hands raised like he was calming a horse. Mid-thirties, clean clothes, the kind of face that probably talked people into things for a living. "Mr. Sherwin sent us. He's heard good things about this place. About you."

"I don't know any Sherwin."

"You will. He's a businessman expanding into the corridor. Lots of opportunity out here on Highway 2—bars, motels, the kind of stops where people need what he's selling." The smooth one smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "He wants to help you keep your uncle's legacy running. Partnership. You keep pouring drinks, his people move product through the back, and everybody makes money."

Carmen's grip tightened on the bat. "Get off my property."

"Think about it. Your uncle built something real here. Be a shame to see it—"

"I said get off my property."

The smile disappeared. The smooth one glanced at the big one the way a man glances at a dog he's about to let off the leash.

The big one moved fast for his size.

Carmen swung the bat. She was quick—years of training had given her hands that could snap a jab before most people registered the motion—but the big one had reach and momentum and the kind of speed that came from doing this often. He caught the barrel mid-swing, ripped it from her grip, and tossed it into the darkness like it weighed nothing.

Then his hand was on her collar and she was airborne for half a second before her back hit the Tacoma's door hard enough to crack the window behind her. The impact drove the air out of her lungs. Her skull bounced off the glass and the parking lot went white, then red, then slowly back to halogen amber.

He held her there, pinned against the truck with one hand, his face close enough that she could smell cheap tobacco and something chemical underneath it.

"That's your free one," he said. His voice was flat. Bored. Like slamming women into trucks was the dull part of his evening. "Next time Mr. Sherwin sends a message, you listen to the whole thing before you open your mouth."

He let go. Carmen's knees buckled and she caught herself on the side mirror, breathing hard, the back of her head throbbing where it had hit glass.

The smooth one stepped forward again, that fake pleasant expression back in place. "Sherwin will be in touch. Think about the partnership. Your uncle's place, your uncle's legacy—it'd be a real shame if something happened to all this history." He looked at the building like he was appraising it. "Forty years is a long time. Burns real fast, though."

They walked to a black Suburban parked across the highway. The big one didn't look back. The twitchy one did, grinning, and that grin was worse than the slam because it said he'd enjoyed watching.

Carmen stood in the parking lot and breathed.

Her hands were shaking. Not from fear—from rage so hot it felt like her blood had caught fire. She'd been hit before. Hit hard, by women who trained as seriously as she did, in rings where the ref stopped it before anyone got killed. But those were fights she'd chosen, opponents she'd respected, contact with rules and honor behind it.

This was a man twice her size throwing her into her own truck because she'd told him no.

She picked up the bat from the gravel. Checked the barrel for cracks. Solid.

The back of her head was bleeding. She could feel it, warm and sticky in her hair, and when she touched it her fingers came away dark. The window had a spiderweb crack radiating from a center point that was exactly the shape of her skull.

Carmen got in the truck. Locked the doors. Sat with her hands on the wheel until they stopped shaking enough to drive.

The Tacoma started on the second try because it always needed two in summer when the engine ran hot. She pulled onto Highway 2 heading east toward the rental cabin she'd lived in since her uncle died, a two-bedroom off the river road that was too far from town and too close to nothing.

The highway was empty at one in the morning. No headlights ahead. No taillights in front of her.

She checked the rearview mirror.

Dark road. Empty.

She checked it again at the bridge over the Middle Fork. Again at the turnoff for the river road. Again when she pulled into her gravel driveway and killed the engine and sat in the dark cab with blood drying in her hair and fury burning so hot in her chest she could barely breathe.

Every mirror she checked showed nothing behind her.

That was worse than seeing them. Because men like that didn't disappear—they just picked the time and place where they showed up next, and it was never when you were ready.

Carmen locked her front door, checked every window, and sat at her kitchen table with the bat across her knees and a bag of frozen corn on the back of her head.

The Timber Wolf had been her uncle's whole life. Forty years of pouring drinks and throwing out drunks and keeping the doors open through every recession and every slow season and every bastard who thought a roadhouse on Highway 2 was easy pickings. He'd left it to her because she was the only one who understood what it meant—not a business, not a building, but a place where loggers and truckers and bikers could sit down and be left alone.

Now some dealer named Sherwin wanted to turn it into a distribution point.

And the big one who'd thrown her into her truck would come back. He'd promised as much.

Carmen pressed the frozen corn harder against her skull and stared at the dark kitchen and thought about who she knew who was meaner than a drug dealer's enforcer with a taste for hitting women.

The answer was nobody.

But the bikers who drank at her bar every week rode like they owned the highway, and nobody had ever tried to tell them different.
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Something was wrong with Carmen.

Tailgate saw it before his boots hit the floor. She was behind the bar same as always, pulling taps and making change and running the Timber Wolf the way she ran it every night—fast hands, sharp eyes, no wasted motion. But she was favoring her left side. Pouring with her right arm only. And there was a bruise along her jaw that her hair couldn't quite cover, dark purple fading to green at the edges, two days old at least.

He took his usual seat at the end of the bar where the wood curved toward the wall. Back to the corner, eyes on the door and every mirror in the place. The Timber Wolf had three behind the bar—decorative, mounted between liquor shelves—and Carmen probably didn't know he used all of them.

"Jack," he said when she came down the rail.

She poured three fingers without measuring, same as always. Her hand was steady. But when she set the glass down, he caught the edge of something on her wrist—another bruise, finger-shaped, disappearing under her sleeve.

Someone had grabbed her hard enough to leave marks.

The Jack went down smooth and hot and did nothing to cool the thing that lit up in his chest.

"Busy tonight," he said. Casual. Easy.

"Summer." She wiped the bar in front of him, and he watched her eyes flick to the parking lot through the front windows. A truck had pulled in—silver Dodge, Montana plates, two men in the cab who didn't get out. Her jaw tightened. Just for a second. Then she moved down the bar to refill a logger's beer, and the mask came back.

Tailgate sipped his Jack and watched.

The Timber Wolf on a Wednesday night was half-full—loggers in Carhartts, a few tourists who'd wandered off the highway looking for "authentic Montana," a table of college kids drinking pitchers and being loud about it. Normal crowd. But mixed in with the regulars were faces he didn't recognize. Two men at the pool table who weren't playing, just leaning on cues and watching the room. A guy at the far end of the bar nursing a Coca-Cola like he was being paid to sit there.

Soda drinker in a bar at nine o'clock on a weeknight.

The silver Dodge still hadn't moved. The men inside were watching the building.

Tailgate knew what surveillance looked like. He'd spent twelve years checking mirrors for vehicles that followed too long, and the instinct didn't shut off because he'd traded a logging rig for a Softail. These men weren't drinking, weren't socializing, weren't doing anything except being present in a space and watching it operate.

Advance team. Mapping the business—hours, traffic, staff, cash flow. Figuring out how the place worked before they moved to take it over.

He'd seen it twice before in other territories. Dealers pushing into small towns, picking off bars and motels one by one, turning them into fronts. It always started the same way: strangers who watched but didn't drink, owners who flinched at headlights, bruises that showed up on people who'd never had them before.

Carmen came back and topped off his glass without being asked. Their eyes met for half a second, and he saw it—not fear, not exactly. Something harder. The look of a woman who'd been hit and was deciding what to do about it.

"Truck outside hasn't moved," he said.

Her hand paused on the bottle. "I know."

"Two guys at the pool table aren't playing pool."

"I know that too."

"Soda drinker at the end of the bar's been here an hour without ordering food."

Carmen set the bottle down and looked at him. Really looked at him, the kind of assessment he recognized from women who'd learned to judge men fast because getting it wrong cost more than a bad night.

"You notice a lot for a man drinking alone," she said.

"I notice everything behind me. Habit."

"That why you always sit with your back to the wall?"

"That's why I sit with my back to the wall."

She held his gaze for another beat, and something shifted in her expression—not softening, exactly, but recalculating. Like she'd filed him in one category and was considering moving him to another.

A horn blared outside. Carmen's whole body went tight—shoulders, jaw, the hand on the bar curling into a fist she probably didn't know she was making. The silver Dodge had started its engine.

She turned away fast, busying herself with glasses that didn't need washing.

Tailgate watched the Dodge pull out of the lot and head east on Highway 2. The two pool table men finished their sodas—both of them on soda, in a bar, on a Wednesday—and left through the front door without paying because they hadn't ordered anything worth charging for.

The Coke drinker at the end of the bar stayed.

Carmen moved through the rest of her shift like a woman walking through a minefield she could see but couldn't avoid. She poured drinks and made change and laughed at a logger's bad joke, and every time the door opened, her eyes went to it before the hinges stopped squeaking. Every time headlights swept the lot, her shoulders climbed half an inch toward her ears.

She was running her bar while being watched by men who wanted to take it from her, and she was doing it alone because she didn't think she had another option.

That ended tonight.

Tailgate nursed his second Jack for an hour, cataloging everything. The Coke drinker made two phone calls, speaking low, eyes on Carmen both times. A black Suburban cruised the lot at ten-thirty without stopping—same model as the one the college kids had parked next to, but this one had tinted windows and no plates visible from his angle. Two more unfamiliar trucks appeared on Highway 2, slowing as they passed the Timber Wolf, not
























d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





