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The contractor's name was Gill, and he'd been running unpermitted blasts on Gravedigger ground for six weeks like a man who'd never heard the word no.

Powder sat his bike at the edge of the cut and watched the dust settle from the last shot. Bad placement. The charge had sheared off a shelf of granite at a shallow angle, wasting half the stone and leaving a fracture line that would bring the whole face down inside a week. Amateur work. The kind of work that got men buried.

"He's in the trailer," Ash said from the bike beside him.

Powder swung off and pulled his gloves tight. Breach flanked left without being asked, rifle-lean and watchful, powder burns freckling his knuckles in the hard morning light. Three bikes on the gravel. Three Gravediggers on a road contractor's doorstep before the coffee was cold.

The trailer was a dented single-wide hauled onto the site and blocked up crooked. Powder knocked once, didn't wait, and walked in.

Gill sat behind a folding table covered in permits he didn't have and invoices he hadn't paid. Big man. Fifty, maybe. Red-faced from the work or the drinking or both. Two hired hands stood against the back wall with their arms crossed—younger, thicker, the kind of muscle you pick up at a truck stop when you need someone who doesn't ask questions.

"Morning," Powder said. He grinned. "You owe the club twelve thousand dollars."

Gill's chair scraped back. "I don't owe you a goddamn thing."

"You cut a deal with Flint. Blasting on our ground, you pay the toll. Six weeks at two thousand a week." Powder pulled a stool from under the counter and sat on it like he had all day. "You haven't paid once."

"I cut a deal with some biker. That doesn't make it real."

"It's real." Powder looked at the permits on the table. Looked at the two men against the wall. Looked back at Gill with the same easy grin. "You're also dropping charges wrong. That face you shot this morning? You left a fracture line from the drill pattern to the natural joint. Whole thing's going to calve off inside a week and kill whoever's standing under it."

Gill's jaw worked. "I've been blasting twenty years—"

"No you haven't. You've been drilling holes and filling them for twenty years. There's a difference." Powder folded his hands on his knee. "Pay the twelve. I'll even tell you where to place your next shot so you don't bury your crew."

Gill looked at his two hired hands. The bigger one pushed off the wall.

"Get him out."

The first one came fast and stupid, leading with his right like he was throwing a haymaker in a parking lot. Powder didn't stand up. He caught the man's wrist on the way past, redirected the momentum into the edge of the folding table, and let physics do the rest. The table buckled. The man's face hit the permits he'd never filed and he stayed down, breathing hard through a broken nose.

The second one was smarter. He circled left, staying out of reach, and pulled a box cutter from his back pocket.

Powder stood up then. Slow. Deliberate. The grin hadn't moved.

"Son," he said. "I blow holes in mountains for a living. You really want to come at me with a box cutter?"

The man looked at his partner bleeding on the floor. Looked at Powder's scarred hands and the half-inch missing off his thumb and the spray of fine scars across one cheek that said this man had stood too close to things that exploded and walked away grinning. He put the box cutter on the counter.

Powder picked it up, folded it closed, and set it in the man's shirt pocket.

"Smart."

He turned back to Gill, who hadn't moved from his chair. The big man's face had gone from red to white.

"Twelve thousand," Powder said. "Today."

Gill reached under the table and pulled out a lockbox. His hands shook as he counted out the bills. When the stack hit the folding table—what was left of it—Powder counted it once, slow, and tucked it inside his cut.

"Now." Powder sat back down on the stool. "You want to keep your equipment on this site, you're going to tell me something useful."

"I don't know anything—"

"You know plenty. Your crew's been working the interior for six weeks. You've seen who else is working these towns." Powder leaned forward, elbows on his knees, voice still cheerful. "There's a collection crew running the mill towns. Loan shark money. Men getting beat, businesses getting burned. You've seen them."

Gill swallowed. "I don't want trouble with those people."

"You've already got trouble with these people." Powder gestured at the Gravedigger patch on his chest. "Difference is, I'm the trouble that lets you keep your drill rig. Talk."

Gill talked.

The loan shark's name was Deitch. Marlon Deitch. Ran cash out of somewhere east of the county line, lending to the men the banks wouldn't touch—loggers between seasons, mill hands after a layoff, small operators one bad month from closing. The interest was murder and the collection was worse. Gill had watched two of Deitch's men drag a sawyer out of a bar in Quarryville and break three of his fingers in the parking lot over eight hundred dollars. He'd seen a general store on the river road boarded up after a fire that started in the back room at three in the morning.

"How many collectors?" Powder asked.

"Six, maybe eight. They rotate through the towns. Couple of them are mean sons of bitches—one big guy who does the leaning, and a quiet one who runs the book."

"Names?"

"I don't ask names. I mind my own business."

Powder stood and looked down at the contractor with the same patient grin.

"That's the first smart thing you've said all morning." He stepped over the man still bleeding on the floor. "Fix your drill pattern on that north face. Three holes, not four, and angle them fifteen degrees off the joint line. You'll get a clean break and your crew gets to go home."

He walked out into the cold morning air. Granite dust hung in it, fine as flour, catching the light. The quarry stretched below them, raw and gouged, the stone showing its grain where the charges had torn it open.

Ash and Breach were already on their bikes. Ash raised an eyebrow.

"Twelve thousand," Powder said. "And a loan shark running collections through our towns."

"Flint know?"

"He will." Powder swung onto his bike and kicked it over, the V-twin catching and settling into its heavy idle. The sound bounced off the quarry walls and came back hard. "Deitch. Marlon Deitch. Lending cash and collecting with beatings and arson. His crew's been working Quarryville, the river road towns, maybe further."

Breach's jaw tightened. "On our ground."

"On our ground."

They rode the toll money back to the compound on the quarry road, three abreast where the gravel was wide enough, single file through the switchbacks where the old granite cuts narrowed to one lane. The timber closed in overhead, black spruce blocking the sky, and the air went cold and sharp with pine and wet stone. Powder led them through the last curve and up the private gravel to the compound gate, the old cutting shed rising out of the rock like it had grown there.

He parked in the six-bay garage and handed the cash to the prospect working the door.

"Flint's office. Tell him it's the contractor's toll and there's more coming."

The prospect took the money and went. Powder pulled his gloves off and looked at the compound—the timber-and-stone clubhouse, the granite-block walls, the quarry pit stretching dark and still behind the building. Home ground.

A collection crew running the club's towns like they owned them. Burning out the people the Gravediggers were supposed to protect. On streets the club held.

Powder turned it over with the patience of a man timing a long fuse. Because a long fuse was exactly what this was—you didn't rush a charge, didn't touch it off before you'd read the rock and placed every hole and knew exactly how the whole thing was going to come apart.

He headed for the timber bar, still grinning. The grin was the same one he wore when he dropped a cliff face clean or caught a man reaching for something stupid.

The one that meant he'd already started counting down.
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The bell above the door hadn't worked in six years, but Tessa heard everyone who came in anyway. The floor creaked in three places between the entrance and the counter—maple boards her grandfather had laid when the building was a feed store—and she could tell by the rhythm whether it was Harlan Doucette coming for pipe fittings or Mrs. Pelkey wanting another argument about wood stain.

The two men who walked in at eleven on a Tuesday morning didn't creak like anyone she knew.

She was cutting a key for Dale Aucoin, the blanks lined up on the felt pad and the grinder singing, and she saw them in the security mirror above the paint aisle before they reached the counter. Big coats for the season. Hands in pockets. Walking like they were looking for something other than hardware.

"Be right with you," she said without turning around.

She finished Dale's key, tested it against the template, handed it across. "That's the Schlage. If it sticks in the deadbolt, bring it back and I'll take another thousandth off."

Dale pocketed the key, glanced at the two strangers, and left without his usual ten minutes of small talk about the weather. The bell that didn't work didn't ring behind him.

The bigger one stepped to the counter first. Thick through the chest and heavy-fisted, the kind of man built for crowding a doorway. He laid a folded paper on the glass next to the key blanks.

"Your brother owed this," he said. "Now you owe it."

Tessa looked at the paper without touching it. A number written in neat hand, with a name she didn't recognize at the top and a date two weeks out at the bottom. The number was more than she cleared in four months.

"My brother's dead," she said.

"Debt's not."

The second man moved to the end of the counter, cutting off the path to the back room. Leaner, quieter, watching her hands instead of her face. Tessa kept her hands flat on the glass where they could see them, because she'd grown up in this store and she knew where the box cutter was and the pry bar and the sixteen-ounce Stanley framing hammer under the register, and reaching for any of them right now would be the wrong move.

"Two weeks," the big one said. He reached across the counter and closed his hand around her wrist. Not squeezing. Just holding. Letting her feel how easy it would be. "The whole number. Then we stop being friendly about it."

His hand was hot and dry and it covered her wrist to the heel of her palm. Tessa didn't pull away. She looked at his fingers and then up at his face and kept her voice the same flat tone she used on men who argued about the price of cedar.

"Take your hand off my arm."

He grinned. Didn't let go.

"Or what?"

A voice from the fastener aisle, easy and cheerful: "Or I'm going to walk over there and take it off for you."

The big man turned. Tessa looked past him.

A man stood in the aisle holding a box of blasting caps he'd been reading the back of like it was interesting. Tall, broad, scarred across one cheek in a spray of fine marks. Wearing a leather cut with a patch she recognized—the Gravediggers, the motorcycle club that ran the back roads and the quarry country and had something to do with every hard thing that happened in the interior. He was grinning. It was not a reassuring grin.

"This isn't your business," the big one said. His hand was still on her wrist.

"I'm standing in the lady's store buying her merchandise." The man set the blasting caps on the shelf and walked toward the counter. He moved slow—not cautious, just unhurried, the way a man walks when he already knows how the next thirty seconds end. "That makes it my business."

"Walk away, biker."

The man's grin widened. "I never do."

The big collector threw the first punch with his free hand. He was fast for his size, a straight right aimed at the jaw, the kind of hit that ended bar fights.

The biker caught it on his forearm, stepped inside, and drove his forehead into the collector's nose. The crack was sharp and wet. The collector's grip broke off Tessa's wrist and he staggered back into the display rack of paint rollers, scattering them across the floor.

The lean one at the end of the counter reached for his belt.

The biker didn't run at him. He picked up the nearest thing on the counter—a six-inch C-clamp from the display—and threw it sidearm, hard and accurate. It caught the lean man in the sternum and sat him down on the floor with a sound like a cough.

The big one was up again, bleeding from the nose, swinging wild. The biker stepped one way, let the punch go past, and hit him in the kidney with a short deliberate right that dropped him to his knees. Then he gripped the back of the man's collar and walked him to the front door, opened it with his free hand, and put him on the sidewalk.

The lean one crawled out after his partner, one arm wrapped around his ribs.

The biker watched them go, still grinning. Then he turned back to Tessa.

She was standing exactly where she'd been. Hands flat on the glass. Heart hammering, but he didn't need to know that.

"You all right?" he asked.

"You just threw a C-clamp at a man in my store."

"It was handy."

"It's a four-dollar clamp. You're paying for it."

His grin shifted into something warmer. He looked at her—really looked, not at the counter or the mess or the paper still sitting on the glass, but at her face, her steady hands, the set of her jaw that said she wasn't going to shake apart just because two men she'd never met had walked into her store and tried to put a number on her life.

"Yes ma'am," he said. "I'll take the blasting caps too."

He paid for both, cash, and she made change the way she made change for anyone—correct to the penny, receipt in the bag. Her hands didn't shake. She was proud of that.

"Powder," he said, nodding at the name on the patch above his pocket.

"Tessa."

"Those two are going to come back, Tessa."

"I know."

He waited, like he expected her to ask for help. She didn't. She picked up the paper from the counter, read the number again, folded it, and put it in her apron pocket. Then she pulled the broom from behind the register and started sweeping up the paint rollers.

Powder watched her sweep for a moment—and she could feel it, the weight of his attention, something more than concern in the way his eyes tracked her moving through the wreckage. Not pity. Something hotter and harder than that.

"You're not going to ask," he said.

"Ask what?"

"For help. Protection. Any of the things people ask when somebody lays a debt on their counter and grabs their wrist."

Tessa leaned the broom against the shelf and met his eyes. "I've been running this store alone since my brother died. I held it through the funeral and the probate and the suppliers threatening to pull my credit. Two men in big coats don't change the math."

That grin again. Slower now. His gaze dropped to her wrist where the collector's hand had been—red marks already fading—and something in his jaw tightened that had nothing to do with cheerfulness.

"No," he said, quiet. "I don't suppose they do."

He left. The door closed behind him and she heard a motorcycle start in the street, a heavy V-twin rumble that shook the window glass and faded north toward the quarry road.

Tessa finished sweeping. Helped two more customers. Closed the register at five. Locked the front door and flipped the sign and stood in the empty store with her hand in her apron pocket, touching the folded paper.

Then she went to the back office, pulled down the cardboard file box marked DANNY — PERSONAL, and opened her dead brother's books.

It took her two hours. The store's accounts she knew cold—every invoice, every line of credit, every supplier payment for the last three years. But Danny had kept a second set of records in a composition notebook with a marbled cover, hidden under the insurance papers she'd never had reason to pull.

The notebook told a story she hadn't known. A bad winter two years back, the heating oil bill and a roof repair that ate the reserve. A loan from a name she didn't recognize—Deitch—at an interest rate that made her stomach drop. Payments made, irregular, never enough to touch the principal. More borrowed to cover the gap. Another loan on top of the first. The numbers climbing in her brother's careful handwriting, each entry a little more desperate than the last, until the entries stopped six months before he died.

She sat in the back office with the composition notebook open on the desk and the overhead fluorescent buzzing and did the math.

The debt was real. The number on the paper was accurate, maybe even low. Her brother had been drowning and she hadn't seen it, because he'd smiled at her across the counter every morning and handed her coffee and never said a word.

Tessa closed the notebook. Put it back in the box. Put the box back on the shelf.

She pressed her palms flat on the desk the way she'd pressed them flat on the counter, and she breathed until the shaking stopped.

The store was all she had left of him. The store and the street and the thirty years of customers who came in knowing she'd tell them what they actually needed instead of what cost the most. She wasn't going to lose it to a debt Danny had been too proud to share and too deep to climb out of.

She wasn't going to lose it at all.
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Powder dropped the folded paper on the chapel table and sat back.

"Loan shark named Deitch. Running collections through our towns." He looked around the table—Flint at the head, Hatchet to his right, Rig and Maul and Breach and Ash filling the chairs. "His crew walked into a hardware store on Quarryville's main street, laid a dead man's debt on the owner, and grabbed her wrist to set the clock."

"Her?" Hatchet leaned forward, jaw already set.

"Woman named Tessa. Runs the place alone since her brother died. Brother's the one who borrowed." Powder kept his voice easy, but the image of those red marks on her wrist kept surfacing, and every time it did something behind his grin went flat. "I was in the store. Dropped both collectors and put them on the sidewalk."

Flint picked up the paper and read the number. His gray eyes went still the way quarry stone goes still—no movement, no expression, just weight.

"How much of this is real?"

"All of it, from what the contractor told me. Deitch lends to men the banks won't touch. Loggers, mill hands, small operators. The interest buries them and the collectors do the rest. Beatings. Arson. A general store on the river road already burned out."

"On our ground," Maul said. Not a question.

"On our ground."

Silence at the table. The chapel was the old shed office behind a steel door, stone walls thick enough to hold the cold even in summer. The Gravediggers' carved table filled the center, scarred with knife marks and ring stains and twenty years of hard decisions.

Flint set the paper down. "How many collectors?"

"Six to eight, rotating through the towns. One big enforcer who does the leaning—that's who grabbed her. A quiet one who runs the book. The contractor didn't have names."

"I want names," Hatchet said. "And I want to know where they stage."

Powder nodded. "I'll get them. But there's something else." He looked at Flint. "The contractor said Deitch has decided this woman—Tessa—is the example. She can't pay the full number, so he means to make her the lesson that keeps every other debtor in line. The whole street watches her break, and nobody else thinks about holding out."

Breach's jaw tightened. "What kind of example?"

"The kind that burns."

Another silence. Heavier.

Rig spoke for the first time, quiet and measured from his chair at the far end. "If he burns her out, every business owner in the mill towns knows the club couldn't hold the street. That's not just her problem."

"No," Flint said. "It's not."

Powder watched the president think. Flint didn't rush. He read a situation the way he'd read a quarry face—where the fractures ran, where the weight sat, where the whole thing would come apart if you hit it wrong.

"Set eyes on Quarryville," Flint said. "The main street, the collectors' routes, which debtor they hit next. I want to know how Deitch's crew moves before we move on them."

"I'll put Ash on the street and a prospect on the south road," Powder said.

Ash lifted his chin from across the table. "I can have sight lines on the store and two blocks of the main drag from the diner roof."

"Do it." Flint looked at Powder. "The woman. She going to cooperate or is she going to fight us too?"

Powder thought about Tessa sweeping up paint rollers while two unconscious men bled on her sidewalk. The flat voice. The steady hands. The way she'd charged him for a four-dollar C-clamp instead of falling apart.

"She's not going to ask for help," he said. "She's the kind who holds her own ground until it kills her."

Hatchet snorted. "Sounds like somebody I know."

"She's got more sense than I do," Powder said. "She made me pay for my own ammunition."

That got a ripple of dark laughter around the table, and Powder grinned, but beneath the grin his mind was already working the angles. Deitch's crew had put hands on a woman who ran the spine of a street the club held. They'd done it in daylight, in front of customers, because they weren't afraid of consequences. Which meant they either didn't know whose ground they were working, or they didn't care.

Either way, the answer was the same.

"One more thing," Powder said. "I need a mill hand. Somebody deep enough in Deitch's book to know the operation but scared
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