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The ice had teeth tonight.

Rig felt it through his gloves on the first curve past the ridge cut, where the logging grade narrowed to a single lane of frozen gravel and the black spruce closed in tight enough to scrape a handlebar. The temperature had dropped fast after sundown, turning the snowmelt runoff into a glaze that caught his headlight and threw it back in long, wet streaks. Dangerous road. The kind that killed men who didn't respect it.

He respected it. He just didn't slow down.

Behind him, Ash and a prospect named Tooley rode single file with their lights cut to running lamps, following his line through the switchbacks the way the club always followed his line—because Rig knew every spur, washout, and frozen shortcut in the interior, and the men who rode with him had learned the hard way that his read on the road was worth more than their own eyes.

The hauler they were chasing thought he was clever. Thought he'd found a back spur off the main logging road that nobody else could drive, a cut so rough and overgrown it didn't show on any map the county still printed. He'd been running it for three weeks to dodge the toll the Gravediggers put on commercial loads through the interior, and he'd been bragging about it at the diesel pump in Elsworth, which was how Rig heard about it in the first place.

Men who bragged at diesel pumps didn't understand how small the county really was.

Rig leaned the bike through a descending left-hander where the grade dropped away to nothing on the outside edge, reading the frozen gravel by feel and sound the way he'd once read a logging road from the cab of a forty-ton truck. Twenty years of hauling timber through country like this had burned the whole interior behind his eyes. He didn't need to see the washout three curves ahead. He knew it was there the way he knew how to breathe.

"Quarter mile," he said into the helmet mic. "He'll try to punch through the washout crossing. Won't make it."

Ash's voice came back flat and easy. "Copy."

Tooley said nothing, which was the smartest thing the prospect had done all week.

The spur kinked hard right around a granite outcrop and Rig took it clean, back tire breaking loose for a half-second on the ice before the tread bit again. The trees opened up just enough to show the hauler's taillights a hundred yards below, bouncing and weaving through the ruts, the big truck fighting the grade with chains on and the engine screaming in too low a gear.

The driver was pushing. Running scared or running late, and either way he was running out of road.

Rig had driven this spur twice in daylight before tonight. Once to learn it, once to time it. The hauler had been running it at the same hour every Thursday for three weeks, which meant the man was either disciplined or stupid, and either way he was predictable. The washout sat at the bottom of the next descent—a place where spring runoff had chewed the road down to bare ledge and loose rock, passable in a truck only if you crawled it in first gear and picked your line. At speed, on ice, the hauler would have to stop or lose an axle.

Rig didn't need to chase him. He just needed to be there first.

He cut left off the spur onto a skid trail he'd walked on foot two days ago, a strip of frozen mud barely wide enough for the bike, threading between stumps and slash piles for forty yards before it dumped back onto the spur below the washout. The bike jarred hard over a root heave and the rear end kicked sideways, but his hands stayed easy and he let the machine find its feet the way you let a horse sort its own footing on rough ground.

He came out on the far side of the washout and stopped in the middle of the road, killing his engine. Ash pulled up beside him ten seconds later and did the same. Tooley rolled in last and managed not to drop the bike, which counted as progress.

They waited.

The hauler's engine noise built in the dark above them—grinding, laboring, the sound of a man fighting his own transmission. Then the headlights swung around the last curve and lit up the washout, and the truck's brakes locked hard enough to send gravel spraying off the ledge into the trees below. The rig shuddered and slid and stopped with its front wheels three feet from the torn-up rock, the engine coughing and the cab rocking on its springs.

Rig walked toward the truck with his hands at his sides and his cut open over his jacket so the Gravediggers patch caught the headlights. Ash drifted left to cover the passenger side. Tooley hung back at the bikes, which was where prospects belonged.

The driver's window came down. The face behind it was forty-something, unshaved, running with sweat despite the cold. His eyes went to the patch first, then to Rig's face, then to the dark where Ash had disappeared.

"You're on Gravedigger road," Rig said.

"This ain't—" The man stopped himself. Swallowed. His hands were white on the wheel. "This road's not on any toll sheet."

"Every road in the interior is on the sheet. You know that."

"I been running loads through here twenty years, man. Nobody ever—"

"Three weeks." Rig's voice didn't change. Same quiet, same patience. "You've been running this spur three weeks. Thursdays. Same time. Because somebody at the Elsworth pump told you there was a back way that'd save you the toll."

The driver's mouth worked but nothing came out.

"Three weeks of tolls," Rig said. "Plus the premium for making us come find you. Cash or we take the truck."

"I don't have—"

"Check the glovebox."

The man blinked. Then he reached over and popped the glovebox, because men did what Rig told them to do when he used that voice, even when they didn't understand why. He pulled out a roll of bills he kept there for fuel stops and weigh-station grease, and Rig watched him count it in the dome light, fingers trembling.

It was short. Of course it was short.

"That's what I got," the driver said. "I swear to God—"

"The rest comes next Thursday. Same time, same place. Ash will be here." Rig took the roll and pocketed it without counting. "You want to keep running this spur, you pay like everybody else."

The driver nodded fast. Then he leaned forward, a man looking for any card that might buy him goodwill.

"There's an outfit working the strip," he said. "Card games. Loans. Bunch of collectors leaning on bars between Bickerton and the mill towns, looking for a room to run through." He wiped his face with the back of his hand. "I figured maybe that's worth something."

Rig stood still in the headlights. The wind cut down the grade and the spruce creaked around them, and the truck's engine ticked as it cooled.

"What outfit?" he asked.

"Man named Crews. Leland Crews. Got maybe a dozen guys working the bars—heavy types, collection men. They been leaning on the regulars, running back-room games whether the owner wants it or not." The driver was talking fast now, the way men talked when they thought information might save them something. "Word at the pump is they're looking for a front. One good bar they can run the whole operation through."

"Which bars?"

"All of 'em along the strip. Bickerton, Colcord, all the mill towns. But the one they want—" He paused. "The roadhouse in Bickerton. The one the woman runs. That's the one they're pushing hardest."

Rig didn't move. Didn't react. But something behind his eyes shifted and locked, the way a scope settles on a target.

"Get out of here," he said. "Thursday."

The hauler ground the truck into first and crawled over the washout, picking his line the way he should have been doing all along, and the taillights disappeared around the curve below with the engine whining in low gear.

Ash materialized out of the dark. "Crews."

"You know the name?"

"Heard it once. Gambling outfit. Runs card games and short loans across the interior." Ash spat into the gravel. "Didn't know they were pushing into the strip."

"They are now."

They walked back to the bikes. Tooley had them running, idling rough in the cold, and Rig swung a leg over his and sat for a moment, feeling the engine heat through his jeans. The whole interior spread out below them in the dark—the black carpet of spruce and the distant amber glow of the mill towns along the river, the strip the Gravediggers held because nobody else could hold country this hard.

Someone was trying to sink hooks into the bars along that strip. Into the towns the club protected. Into a roadhouse in Bickerton run by a woman with a chipped front tooth and a voice like a chainsaw who'd been needling him from behind her bar every Friday for the past year.

He filed it. All of it.

"Let's go," he said, and put the bike into the dark.

They rode the toll back to the compound in formation, Rig leading, reading the ice and the curves by feel while the cold worked through his jacket and settled in his hands. The quarry road opened up at the bottom of the grade and they ran the last two miles on frozen blacktop with the compound's security lights growing in the distance, the converted granite mill sitting high on its ridge like a blockhouse cut from the country itself.

The gate swung open before they reached it—the night watch had spotted them on the approach camera half a mile out. Rig rolled through the gravel yard and backed the bike into his slot in the six-bay garage, and the heat of the building hit him like a wall when he stepped through the side door into the clubhouse.

The timber bar was half-full. Maul sat at the far end with a beer he'd been nursing for an hour, still and silent as a stump, his scarred knuckles resting on the bar top. Breach was breaking down a rifle action on a shop cloth at one of the tables, his gunsmith's hands moving with the patient precision of a man whose trade punished a shaky finger. Two prospects were shooting pool badly.

Rig walked to the bar, poured himself a whiskey from the bottle the club kept behind the taps, and drank half of it standing. The cold was still in his bones, the road still in his hands.

Maul glanced at him. "Hauler pay?"

"Paid."

"Trouble?"

"Not from him." Rig set the glass down. "Got a name. Leland Crews. Gambling and loan outfit pushing into the strip bars. Running games and collections out of the mill towns."

Maul's expression didn't change—it never did—but his weight shifted forward on the stool. Breach looked up from his rifle. Ash had come in behind Rig and settled onto a stool without a word, already watching the room.

"The strip," Maul said. Not a question.

"The strip. Leaning on bars between Bickerton and Colcord. Looking for a front to run the whole operation through."

"Which bar?"

Rig finished his whiskey. "The roadhouse."

The room got quiet the way rooms got quiet around Gravediggers when a line was being drawn. The roadhouse in Bickerton sat on the strip the club held, in a town the club protected, and any outfit trying to take it was trying to take something that belonged to the Gravediggers whether the deed said so or not.

Breach set down his cleaning rod. "Flint know?"

"Will in the morning." Rig poured another measure and leaned against the bar. "Hauler says they've got a dozen men working the bars. Heavy types. Collectors."

"A dozen heavy types working our strip," Maul said, "and we're just now hearing about it."

"We're hearing about it now because they just got loud enough for a hauler at a diesel pump to notice." Rig turned the glass slowly between his fingers. "That means they were quiet before. Which means somebody's running them smart."

He let that sit. The fire in the big stone hearth popped and threw sparks against the screen, and the wind pushed against the granite walls outside, and the men at the bar turned it over the way Gravediggers turned everything over—in silence, measuring the weight of it.

Rig knew what the morning would bring. Chapel. The table. Flint's cold gray eyes and Hatchet's sharp questions and the club deciding how to handle an outfit that thought the deep woods were empty enough to run through. He knew the shape of what was coming the way he knew a road three curves ahead.

But under all of it—under the toll and the name and the outfit and the strip—the hauler's words sat in a place Rig hadn't expected them to land.

The roadhouse in Bickerton. The one the woman runs.

He drank his whiskey and said nothing, and the compound settled into the cold around him.
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The Friday rush hit like it always did—all at once and sideways.

Winnie had three taps running, a backed-up ticket rail, and a four-top of mill hands arguing about whose round it was when the door swung open and let in a blast of cold air and the sound of a diesel idling in the lot. She didn't look up. Didn't need to. The roadhouse had its own rhythm on Fridays, and she'd been reading it for six years—who came in when, how loud the room would get by ten, which table would start trouble and which one would drink quiet until last call.

"Gracie, I need the Bud pitcher and two shots of rail for table nine," she called over her shoulder. "And tell Bobby Falk if he puts his boots on that chair again I'm adding a cleaning fee to his tab."

Her waitress laughed and grabbed the pitcher. Winnie poured two drafts without looking at the taps, slid them down the bar to a pair of regulars, and wiped down the wood in the same motion. The roadhouse wasn't pretty—scarred floors, a tin ceiling gone brown from decades of smoke, neon beer signs buzzing in the windows—but it was hers. Every scratched table, every sticky tap handle, every crack in the plaster. She'd bought it with twelve years of bartending money and a loan from a man she'd paid back in eleven months, and she'd turned it from a failing dive into the one bar in the county where working men could drink without somebody getting their teeth knocked in every Saturday.

Most Saturdays, anyway.

She caught movement at the end of the bar and glanced down. Rig sat on his usual stool, the one closest to the wall where the bar curved toward the kitchen pass-through. He had a whiskey in front of him, his cut draped over the back of the stool, and that quiet watchfulness he carried like other men carried wallets. He'd been there an hour already. Hadn't said ten words.

"You planning on speaking tonight, or are you just here to bring down the energy?" she said, passing him on her way to the beer cooler.

His mouth moved. Not quite a smile—Rig didn't do smiles the way normal humans did them—but something close. "Your energy doesn't need my help."

"Damn right it doesn't." She pulled a six-pack of longnecks from the cooler and started popping caps. "But it'd be nice to know I'm not serving a mannequin. You want another?"

He looked at his glass. Still half full. "I'm good."

"You're a terrible customer is what you are. One whiskey an hour. I can't pay the electric bill on one whiskey an hour."

"I'll leave a big tip."

"You always do." She dropped the caps in the trash and loaded the longnecks onto a tray. "Which is the only reason I haven't reassigned that stool."

She moved down the bar before he could answer, which was a game she played with him and had been playing for a year—get in, land the line, get out before the quiet man could find his footing. It wasn't flirting, exactly. It was more like poking a bear to see if it would move. Rig never moved. He just sat there with those easy hands and that permanent squint, watching the room like he was reading weather, and every Friday she told herself she'd stop needling him and every Friday she didn't.

The room was full by nine. Mill hands from the paper plant in Colcord, loggers between contracts, a few guys from the quarry crew who drove down the strip because the roadhouse had the only pool table in thirty miles that wasn't warped. Winnie worked the floor and the bar both when Gracie got slammed, moving through the crowd fast and loud, breaking up an argument at the pool table with her voice before it needed hands.

"Hey! You two settle it outside or settle it with another round, but you are not breaking my cues again. Those things cost forty dollars each and I will take it out of both your tabs."

They settled it with another round. They always did. Winnie had a voice like a chainsaw when she turned it on—not loud for the sake of loud, but loud the way a siren is loud, the kind that cut through noise and made men twice her size take a step back and reconsider their choices.

She was pulling a draft for a logger she'd known since her first bartending job in Millbridge when the front door opened and a man walked in who didn't belong.

She knew it the way she knew a wrong note in a jukebox song—something off in the frequency of the room. He was mid-forties, well dressed for Bickerton, which meant a clean jacket and shoes that had never seen mud. He moved through the crowd without touching anyone, the way men moved when they expected a room to make space for them, and he came straight to the bar and waited for her to look at him.

She made him wait. Finished the draft, ran a tab, wiped the bar. Then she turned.

"Help you?"

"You're the owner." Not a question. He had a voice that matched the jacket—smooth, controlled, used to being listened to. "I've been meaning to stop by. This is a hell of a place you've built."

"Thanks. What are you drinking?"

"I'm not here to drink." He smiled. It didn't reach his eyes. "I'm here to talk about an opportunity."

Winnie leaned one hip against the back bar and crossed her arms. Down the bar, she felt rather than saw Rig go still on his stool. Not tense—Rig didn't do tense the way other men did—but that particular quality of attention he had when the room shifted.

"I don't need opportunities," she said. "I need customers who order drinks."

The man didn't miss a beat. "A partnership. You've got the best room on the strip—good location, loyal crowd, steady traffic. I run a few recreational enterprises across the interior. Card games, friendly wagers. The kind of thing working men enjoy after a long shift." He spread his hands on the bar top like he was laying out a map. "I set up in your back room, run a clean game, and you take a percentage of the house. Fifteen percent of a busy night is real money, and I handle all the overhead."

"Who handles the trouble?"

"There won't be any trouble."

Winnie laughed. Not a polite laugh—a real one, full-throated and sharp, loud enough that heads turned at the nearest tables. "Mister, I've been tending bar since I was twenty-one years old. Every man who's ever walked in here with a proposition that starts with 'no trouble' has been the trouble."

His smile cooled. "I think you'd want to hear the full—"

"I heard enough." She straightened up and put both hands flat on the bar, leaning forward so her voice carried. "This is my bar. I built it, I run it, I own it free and clear, and I don't need a partner, a percentage, or a back-room game that's going to bring heat I didn't ask for. So you can finish that thought at whatever bar you came from, because this one's not for sale, not for rent, and not interested."

The room had gone quiet the way rooms go quiet when a small woman raises her voice to a man who expected compliance. The mill hands at the near tables were watching. The loggers at the pool table had stopped shooting.

The man held her stare for a three-count. Then something behind his eyes recalculated, the way a machine adjusts when it meets unexpected resistance, and he straightened up and buttoned his jacket.

"Think about it," he said. "I'll check back."

"Don't."

He turned and walked out the way he'd come in—smooth, unhurried, not looking at anyone. The door closed behind him and the cold air settled, and the room came back to life in pieces, conversations restarting like engines turning over.

Winnie let out a breath she hadn't known she was holding and grabbed a bar rag. Her hands were steady. Her hands were always steady. But her pulse was running faster than she liked, because she'd been in enough hard rooms to know the difference between a man making an offer and a man delivering a warning, and that had been a warning wearing a nice jacket.

She looked down the bar. Rig was watching the door the man had walked through. His whiskey sat untouched, and his easy hands had gone still on the bar top.

"You want to tell me who that was?" she said. "Or were you going to let me figure it out on my own?"

He turned his head. Those steady eyes found hers, and for a second the noise of the bar dropped away and it was just the two of them across six feet of scarred wood.

"Name's Crews," Rig said. "Leland Crews. Runs a gambling and loan outfit across the interior. Card games, sports books, short loans at rates that'd make a shark blush."

"And you know this how?"

"Heard the name a few days ago. Been watching for it." He paused, the way he always paused—not hesitating, just choosing his words the way a man with a squint chose his line on a bad road. "He's not looking for a partner, Winnie. He's looking for a front. A bar like yours—busy, cash-heavy, good location on the strip—that's a collection point. He runs his games out of your back room, his collectors work your floor, and inside six months the roadhouse is his whether your name's on the deed or not."

She stared at him. "And you just sat there through that whole conversation?"

"You didn't need help."

"That's not what I—" She stopped. Took a breath. Pointed at him with the bar rag. "You sat on that stool for an hour knowing that man was going to walk in here and you didn't say a word."

"I didn't know he'd walk in tonight."

"But you knew he'd walk in."

Rig held her eyes. "Yeah."

"Jesus, Rig." She threw the rag into the sink hard enough to splash water onto the back bar. "A heads-up would've been nice."

"Would you have done anything different?"

The question stopped her. She opened her mouth, closed it, and felt her anger deflect off something she didn't want to admit—that he was right. She would have told Crews exactly the same thing whether she'd had warning or not, because the roadhouse was hers and she didn't give ground in her own bar to anyone.

"That's not the point," she said.

"It's exactly the point." His voice was quiet. Steady. The same voice he'd used on that stool every Friday for a year, except now it carried something that hadn't been there before—a weight, a seriousness, like the ground had shifted under them and he'd felt it first. "You handled it. But he'll be back, and next time he won't ask."

She held his gaze for a beat longer than she should have. Then she grabbed a fresh rag and went back to work, because the taps didn't pour themselves and the mill hands at table nine needed another round and she'd be damned if she let one smooth bastard in a clean jacket throw off her Friday.

But she kept one eye on the front windows.

Crews's car—a dark sedan, too clean and too new for Bickerton—was still sitting in the lot. Engine off, lights off. Just sitting there in the dark between a logger's pickup and a beater Civic, like a thing that was waiting.

Winnie wiped down the bar and poured drinks and worked her floor, and every time she passed the windows she checked. The car didn't move. Ten minutes. Twenty. A half hour of just sitting there in the gravel lot while she served drinks and laughed with her regulars and pretended the back of her neck wasn't prickling.

She looked down the bar at Rig. He was watching the lot too. Had been the whole time, she realized—that permanent squint aimed through the window, reading the dark the way he read a road.

The sedan's headlights came on at ten-forty. It backed out slow, pulled onto the strip, and disappeared toward the mill towns without hurrying.

Winnie watched it go. Filed the plate number she'd memorized twenty minutes ago, filed the make and model, filed the way the car had sat in her lot like it owned the space.

Filed all of it.
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