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The dealer had set up camp at the end of a logging spur twelve miles off the state road, tucked behind a stack of hemlock logs the crew had left to rot when the outfit pulled stakes in October. Smart enough spot if you didn't know anybody ran these roads. Dumb as hell if you did.

Redline killed his engine at the bend and swung off, letting the silence of the deep woods settle back over the cut. Behind him, Breach and Ash rolled to a stop and did the same. Three bikes cooling in the dark, three men reading the ground ahead.

"Smoke," Ash said quietly. Unnecessary. Redline had already clocked the woodsmoke threading through the spruce tops, the faint chemical sweetness underneath it that didn't belong to any campfire. A generator hummed somewhere past the log stack.

The dealer's name was Gault. A nobody who'd been moving product through a logging camp on Gravedigger ground for six weeks, selling to the crews and skimming a toll he hadn't been given permission to collect. The kind of man who mistook empty woods for unowned territory.

Redline rolled his shoulders and started walking. Breach fell in on his left, one hand resting easy on the hatchet at his belt. Ash drifted wide to the right, already reading the tree line the way a marksman reads any open ground — angles, cover, distance.

They came around the log stack and found exactly what Redline expected. A wall tent with the flaps tied back, a folding table covered in baggies and a digital scale, a camp chair with a man in it who hadn't heard them coming over his own generator. Two others stood at the edge of the firelight, one leaning on a truck bumper, one splitting wood with more energy than skill.

Gault saw them first. He came out of his chair fast, knocking the scale off the table, and the two at the fire turned with the jerky readiness of men who'd been sampling the merchandise.

"The hell are you?"

"The men whose road you're on," Redline said.

He kept walking. Steady, unhurried. The same pace he'd used on a drill rig when three tons of steel was turning over his head and the only thing between you and a broken spine was reading the swing right. Panic killed men on a rig. Panic killed men out here too, just different machinery.

Gault's hand went to his waistband.

"Don't," Redline said. Not loud. Not a threat, exactly. Just a fact stated plain, the way you'd tell a green hand to keep his fingers clear of the kelly spinner.

The lookout by the truck didn't listen. He came off the bumper with a length of pipe and swung hard at Redline's ribs, telegraphing the shot by a full second. Redline stepped inside the arc, caught the man's wrist at the top of the swing, and drove him down into the frozen ground with his own momentum. The pipe bounced off a root and disappeared into the dark.

The wood-splitter charged Breach, which was a decision he'd be regretting through a wired jaw. Breach put him down with two clean shots — open hand to the ear, closed fist to the hinge of the jaw — and the man sat hard in the woodpile and stayed.

Ash hadn't moved from the tree line. He didn't need to. The .45 on his hip and the pale watchful eyes were doing all the talking that end of the camp needed.

Gault's hand came away from his waistband empty.

"Smart," Redline said.

He walked to the table and looked at the product laid out on it. Meth, mostly. Some pills. Enough to supply a logging crew for a month, maybe two. Small-time, except that small-time on Gravedigger ground was still a problem.

"You've been running product through our country for six weeks," Redline said. "You've been taking a toll from men we protect. Nobody gave you permission for either."

"I didn't know—"

"You didn't ask." Redline picked up a baggie, looked at it, set it down. "That's the part that's going to cost you."

Gault looked from Redline to Breach to Ash and back, running the math the way men do when the math has already been run for them. Three bikers. Gravedigger patches. A logging road nobody else would ride in November.

"What do you want?"

"Everything on this table goes with us. You go the other direction. And before you leave, you tell me about the outfit you're buying from."

Gault's face shifted. Not quite fear — something closer to calculation, the look of a man figuring out what he could trade to keep his teeth.

"I don't know what you're—"

Redline took one step closer. That was all it took. One step, and the full weight of a man who'd spent twenty years controlling heavy things at height was suddenly occupying all the space Gault had left.

"There's a meth outfit cooking and moving product through the mill towns south of here. You're buying from them or you're selling for them, and either way you know the shape of it. Names, routes, how they collect."

Gault swallowed. The generator chugged on in the dark, oblivious.

"Hendricks," he said. "Cyrus Hendricks. Runs the whole operation out of the interior towns. Cooks, dealers, enforcers — he's got maybe fifteen, twenty men moving product from three cook spots."

"How does he collect?"

"Debts." Gault wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "He gets people in deep, then owns them. Users, cooks, doesn't matter. You owe Hendricks, you work for Hendricks until he says different. And if you run—" He stopped.

"If you run," Redline said.

"He goes after your family. Leans on whoever you care about until you surface." Gault's eyes flicked to the dark woods like the trees themselves might be listening. "There's a kid — young guy, ran up a big tab and skipped. Hendricks has been leaning on the kid's sister. Owns a barbershop down in one of the mill towns. Word is he wants the shop as a place to run product through, and the sister as leverage to flush the brother."

Redline filed that. A barbershop. A sister being leaned on. A runner's debt being collected from someone who didn't owe it.

"How many enforcers?"

"Three that matter. A twitchy bastard named Preston who does the crowding. A cold one — Fenner — runs the books and the routes. And a breaker named Tolan they send when it's time to wreck something permanent."

Breach had come to stand at Redline's shoulder, listening. Behind them Ash kept his watch on the tree line and the two men on the ground, who had decided lying still was the best career move available.

"Pack your camp," Redline told Gault. "Everything on the table stays. You drive south until you hit a road with a center line and you keep going. Next time I find you on a logging road, I won't walk up and talk."

Gault packed. He threw his gear in the truck bed with the desperate efficiency of a man who understood exactly how lucky he was, loaded his two battered associates, and drove out of the cut without turning on his headlights. The truck's taillights bobbed over the ruts and disappeared into the black timber.

Redline stood in the empty camp and let the silence fill back in. Spruce and cold air and the generator still running, pointless now. Breach killed it, and the dark got deeper.

"Hendricks," Breach said, turning the name over the way he'd turn a piece of iron, checking it for flaws.

"Running product and debts through our towns." Redline swept the table clean into a duffel. "Leaning on families to flush runners."

"The barbershop," Ash said from the trees. He'd been listening to every word. He always was.

"Yeah." Redline shouldered the duffel. "The barbershop."

They rode back through twelve miles of logging road in the dark, headlights cutting the spruce corridor into a tunnel of green and black, frost already forming on the gravel where the ruts held water. Redline led at a pace that respected the ground — steady, reading the curves, the way he'd run a rig through bad country. Breach and Ash held formation behind him, the three engines rolling thunder down a road no one else would ride tonight.

The compound materialized out of the dark the way it always did — the granite walls catching the last light, the single approach visible for a half mile, the old quarry pit black and bottomless behind the main building. Redline pulled into the yard and killed his engine.

Inside, the clubhouse was warm and smelled like timber and gun oil and the coffee someone always had going on the bar. A few brothers were playing cards at the long table. The TV was on with the sound off. Somebody had left a plate of sandwiches under plastic wrap.

Redline set the duffel of product on the bar and poured himself a whiskey. Breach and Ash split off — Breach to clean up, Ash to check the perimeter one more time because he couldn't help himself.

Flint was at the end of the bar, reading something on his phone with the unhurried patience of a man who'd been waiting without looking like he was waiting. He glanced at the duffel, then at Redline.

"Dealer's gone," Redline said. "Gave up some things on his way out."

He laid it out. Hendricks. The meth operation running through the mill towns. The enforcers — Preston, Fenner, Tolan. The debts and the leverage and the families being squeezed. The barbershop in one of the mill towns and the sister being used to flush a runner.

Flint listened the way Flint always listened — still, those gray eyes patient, letting the whole shape of it come in before he moved. When Redline finished, the president took a slow drink of his coffee.

"Our towns," Flint said. Not a question.

"Our towns."

Flint set his mug down. "How do you want to handle it?"

Redline turned the whiskey in his hand. An outfit running product and debts through the mill towns the club held. Enforcers putting hands on people the club protected. A woman being squeezed for a debt she didn't owe, in a shop on a street the Gravediggers had ridden for years.

"I want to see the ground," Redline said. "Ride Draymont. Read the street, read the shop, see how the outfit sits on it before we move."

Flint nodded once. The conversation was over. Everything that needed saying had been said, and the rest was work.

Redline finished his whiskey standing at the timber bar, turning the shape of it over in his mind the way he'd turn a drill problem — steady, methodical, looking for the angle that brought everyone home whole. Somewhere south of here a woman was keeping her shop open and her scissors moving while men leaned on her to give up her brother, and she hadn't broken yet.

He set the glass down and headed for his room. There was a street to read in the morning.
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The Wednesday rush hit Alice's shop like it always did — all at once, every chair full, three more on the bench, and Mrs. Galloway wanting to talk about her hip replacement while Alice tried to blend out the gray she swore wasn't there last month.

"It's the lighting in here, Alice. You put those new bulbs in and suddenly I look eighty."

"You look fantastic and you know it. Hold still."

The shop was a narrow storefront on Draymont's main street, two chairs and a wash station, mirrors she'd hung herself and a checkerboard floor she'd laid tile by tile the summer she opened. A barber pole she'd found at an estate sale turned by the door. The place smelled like sandalwood and coffee, and half the town passed through it in a week because Alice Ferro had never met a silence she couldn't fill or a stranger she couldn't turn into a regular.

Her other stylist, Mateo, was working chair two — a logger named Briggs who came in every other Friday smelling like chainsaw oil and wanting a buzz cut that took four minutes and cost twelve dollars. Mateo could stretch it to six with small talk. Alice had trained him well.

The bell over the door rang. She glanced up in the mirror and watched the big quiet biker fold himself onto the bench.

He'd started coming in three weeks ago. No appointment, no conversation beyond what she dragged out of him, just that steady watchful presence settling into her waiting area like a boulder dropped into a creek. Road name Redline. Gravedigger patch on a cut that had seen weather. Hands scarred from rope and cable, a rawboned frame that made her shop chair look like doll furniture.

He fascinated her.

Not because he was dangerous — half the men in Draymont carried a knife and an attitude, and she'd been cutting hair long enough to know the difference between hard and mean. Redline wasn't mean. He was just still in a way that made you want to throw things at him to see if he'd flinch.

She hadn't made him flinch yet. But she was working on it.

"Hey, tall and silent. You're after Mrs. Galloway." She caught his eyes in the mirror. "Unless you want highlights. I've been dying to get my hands on that hair."

The corner of his mouth moved. Not quite a smile. More like acknowledgment that a smile had been considered and filed for later.

"Just a trim."

"That's what you said last time. And the time before that." She turned back to Mrs. Galloway's blend. "One of these days I'm going to put you in foils before you can stop me."

"You could try."

Three words, low and unhurried, carrying more weight than the whole sentence had any right to. Alice felt them land somewhere below her ribs and kept her scissors moving.

Mrs. Galloway leaned forward to peer at the mirror. "Is that one of those bikers?"

"That's one of my customers, Helen."

"He's very large."

"I've noticed." Alice met Redline's eyes in the mirror again. He was watching her work, those steady hands resting on his knees, and she realized she'd been aware of exactly where he was sitting since the moment he walked in. "Don't worry. I charge by the haircut, not the pound."

She finished Mrs. Galloway, swept the chair, and waved Redline over. He unfolded from the bench and crossed the shop in two strides, settling into the chair with the careful control of a man used to working in tight spaces around things that could hurt you.

Alice draped the cape around his shoulders and ran her fingers into his hair, checking the length. Thick, dark, a little longer than he probably meant to let it get. He went still under her hands — not tense, just aware. The way a big animal goes still when it's deciding whether to trust you.

"You're overdue," she said.

"Been busy."

"Doing mysterious biker things?"

That almost-smile again. "Mostly fixing a carburetor."

"Oh, very mysterious." She started cutting. "So what's the occasion? Hot date? Court appearance? Both?"

"Haircut."

"You're killing me, Redline. I've got a whole shop full of people who won't shut up, and you come in here and make me do all the work." She trimmed around his ear, her fingers brushing the side of his neck, and felt the muscle there tighten. Interesting. "I'm starting to think you come in here just so someone will talk at you."

He was quiet for a beat. Then: "Maybe I do."

She almost nicked him. Almost. Eighteen years holding scissors and this quiet man nearly made her slip with three words and the low, plain way he said them.

She recovered fast. She always did.

"Well, you're in the right chair for that. I talk enough for both of us." She turned his head gently, checking the line, her thumb against his jaw. He let her move him. A man that size, those hands — he was letting her move him. "You want me to clean up the back or leave it?"

"Your call."

"Dangerous thing to say to a woman with scissors."

The bell rang again.

Alice glanced up. Two men she'd never seen pushed through the door, and the shop changed.

Not all at once. Not dramatically. Just a shift in the air, the way a room moves when someone brings weather in with them. The man in front was wiry and twitchy, eyes jumping around the shop like a dog that couldn't settle, jaw working on something that wasn't gum. The one behind was bigger, slower, the kind of backup that didn't need to think because someone else did that for him.

The twitchy one looked at Mateo's customer, at the two women waiting on the bench, and then at Alice. His eyes stayed on her.

"Alice Ferro?"

She kept cutting. "Who's asking?"

"Your brother owes a friend of mine a lot of money. I mean a lot." He moved further into the shop, past the bench, into the space between the chairs where nobody walked but Alice and Mateo. "Danny took something that wasn't his and disappeared, and our friend would like it back."

The shop had gone quiet. Mrs. Travers and her daughter on the bench were frozen. Briggs was half out of Mateo's chair. Alice could feel Redline go still beneath the cape — not the easy stillness of the chair, something different. Something coiled.

"I don't know where Danny is," Alice said. True. She didn't. Not exactly.

"See, that's the thing." The twitchy man — Preston, she'd learn later — took another step and put his hand on the arm of her chair. Her chair. With a customer in it. "Your brother's not the one with an address and a lease and a nice little business on the main street. You are."

His hand came off the chair arm and closed around her wrist.

She didn't flinch. She wanted to — the grip was hard and mean and pharmaceutical-hot — but she'd grown up with two brothers and run a shop in a mill town for eight years and she did not flinch when a man put his hands on her.

"Let go of me."

"Danny surfaces and pays what he owes, or this shop becomes our friend's. You and everything in it." He squeezed. "And if Danny doesn't show up, we come back for you. Not the shop. You."

The cape moved.

That was all Alice saw — the black cape shifting like something underneath it had decided to stop being furniture. Redline came out of the chair in one motion, the cape falling away, and his hand closed over Preston's wrist and broke the grip on Alice the way you'd peel a child's fingers off a stolen toy. No effort. Just removal.

Preston swung with his free hand. Redline caught it, turned the man by both wrists, and walked him backward into his partner hard enough to drive both of them into the door frame. The glass in the door rattled.

"Out."

One word. Low and flat, carrying more violence than the physical act that preceded it. Redline held both men against the door frame with what looked like about a quarter of his actual strength, and Alice saw his face for the first time without the careful quiet over it. Underneath was something that could take a building apart.

Preston tried to jerk free. Redline's grip tightened and the man went gray.

"If you come back to this shop," Redline said, "you deal with me. Not her. Not her people. Me. Nod if that's clear."

Preston nodded. His partner hadn't stopped nodding since Redline stood up.

Redline walked them through the door and onto the sidewalk and let go. They went. Not running, but not walking either — that scrambling retreat of men who'd kicked what they thought was a sleeping dog and found out it was awake and had opinions.

The shop was silent. Mateo stood behind his chair with a comb in one hand and his mouth open. Mrs. Travers had her arm around her daughter. Briggs was all the way out of his chair now, fists balled, three seconds too late.

Alice set her scissors on the counter. Her wrist ached where Preston had gripped it. A red mark was already rising on the skin.

She looked at Redline standing in her doorway, filling it, watching the street with his back to her and his shoulders set in a line that said he was prepared to walk through that door again if anything on the sidewalk moved wrong.

"Well," she said, loud enough for the whole shop. "I guess his haircut's on the house today."

A few people laughed. The tension cracked just enough. Mateo sat Briggs back down and started cutting again, and Mrs. Travers exhaled and pulled out her phone.

Redline turned from the door. His eyes found the red mark on her wrist and stayed there, and something in his expression went past anger into territory she didn't have a name for yet.

"You all right?" he asked.

"I'm fine. It's a bruise, not a bullet." She picked her scissors back up because her hands needed something to do. "You still want that trim finished, or did defending my honor satisfy your need for a Wednesday outing?"

He came back to the chair. Sat down. Let her drape the cape again and pick up where she'd left off, her fingers in his hair, the shop slowly remembering how to breathe around them.

But Alice's hands were steady and her mind was not, because she knew exactly who their friend was. She knew what Danny owed and to whom and why he'd run, and she knew that the twitchy man and his silent partner were the opening line of a conversation that would get worse before it stopped.

Danny. Her idiot baby brother, who'd always found the worst possible version of every situation and crawled inside it.

She finished Redline's trim in silence — a first for her — and brushed the clippings from his shoulders with hands that only she knew were shaking.

"Same time next week?" she asked, keeping it light, keeping it Alice.

Redline stood and looked down at her from his full height, close enough that she had to tilt her head back. His eyes moved from her wrist to her face and back, reading her the way she'd watched him read the rest of the room — missing nothing.

"Sooner," he said.

He left cash on the counter, twice what she charged, and walked out into the street. Alice watched him through the plate glass until the sound of his engine faded south toward the quarry road.

She turned back to her empty chair. The red mark on her wrist throbbed in time with her pulse. Mateo was watching her with the careful look he got when he wanted to ask something and knew she wouldn't answer.

"I'm fine," she said again, and swept the floor, and did not think about the way Redline's face had looked when he saw the bruise on her skin.

She thought about Danny instead. About what he'd brought to her door, to this shop she'd built from a dead storefront with her own two hands, and about the men who would come back because men like that always came back.
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Redline sat at the chapel table with the bruise on Alice Ferro's wrist still burning behind his eyes.

He'd ridden straight from the barbershop to the compound, parked in the yard, and walked into the clubhouse carrying the shape of the thing like a stone in his chest. The twitchy enforcer's hand closing on her skin. The way she hadn't flinched. The red mark rising on her wrist while she picked her scissors back up and kept cutting, because that's what Alice Ferro did — she kept moving and she kept loud and she didn't let anyone see the hit land.

He'd wanted to break the man's arm. He'd settled for breaking his grip, and the restraint was costing him something he could still feel in his jaw.

Now he sat at the long table in the chapel with Flint at the head, Hatchet on the president's right, and Maul filling his chair like a slab of quarry stone, and he laid it out clean.

"Two men walked into a barbershop on Draymont's main street yesterday and put hands on the woman who owns it." He kept his voice level. The table didn't need his anger — it needed the picture. "They named her brother's debt to Cyrus Hendricks and told her the shop becomes Hendricks's or she pays the debt with her hide."

"The outfit the dealer gave up," Flint said.

"Same one. Hendricks is running meth and debts through our mill towns. The brother — Danny — ran up a tab and
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