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The low beam of Ash's headlight caught the fog rolling off the river and turned it yellow, a drifting wall that swallowed the road thirty yards out and gave nothing back. He rode last. Always rode last. Nine bikes ahead of him strung out down the interior route in a loose column, taillights winking red through the murk, and Ash kept his eyes on the dark behind them.

Logging road. No center line, no guardrail, just cracked blacktop laid over gravel over granite, the forest pressed in tight on both sides. Black spruce and balsam fir so thick a man couldn't walk through it without turning sideways. The kind of road that swallowed headlights and didn't give them back.

His mirrors showed nothing. They'd showed nothing for the last twelve miles. That didn't mean anything.

The column rolled through a shallow curve and Ash let the gap open up a bike length, reading the tree line the way he'd read rooftops in Helmand—not looking for something specific, just keeping his eyes soft and waiting for the thing that didn't belong. A shape. A reflection. Movement where the woods should be still.

Flint's bike led the column, steady and unhurried, the way Flint did everything. Hatchet rode his right flank. Maul somewhere in the middle, a dark shape on a dark bike that made the road feel narrower. The rest of the brothers filled in between, engines rumbling low, no one running hot because Flint hadn't told them to.

Ash checked his mirrors again. Fog and empty road.

Then he caught it.

Not behind them. Off the right shoulder, maybe two hundred yards ahead of the column and half-hidden by a stand of birch that had no business being that well-lit at one in the morning. A truck. Not moving. Cab lights on, which was wrong—a driver sleeping on the shoulder killed his lights. And shapes near the cab. Three, maybe four, moving with purpose.

Ash didn't call ahead. He downshifted hard, cut left across the cracked center of the road, and gunned past the column on the wrong side. Flint's head turned as he blew by. Hatchet was already pulling out to follow before Ash had cleared the front of the line.

The scene came apart fast in his headlight. A freight rig pulled onto the shoulder, cab door hanging open. A woman in the driver's seat with her boots braced against the dash and her hands locked on a tire iron, swinging it at the arm reaching in for her. Three men around the cab—one at the door, two working the trailer locks—and a pickup idling on the gravel behind them with its lights off.

Ash laid his bike down into a skid twenty feet from the cab door and was off it before it stopped sliding, boot heels biting gravel. The man at the cab door turned, and Ash saw the knife in his hand catch the truck's dome light—a cheap folding blade, held wrong, the grip of a man who used it to scare people who couldn't fight back.

He hit the man under the jaw with the heel of his palm and drove him off the running board onto the gravel. The knife skittered away into the dark.

Behind him, the column came in like a hammer. Nine bikes threading through the fog, and the sound alone—that deep, rolling V-twin thunder bouncing off the tree line on both sides—was enough to freeze the two men at the trailer. One bolted for the pickup. The other pulled a crowbar off the trailer frame and squared up, which lasted exactly as long as it took Maul to come off his bike and close the distance.

Maul hit him once. The crowbar rang off the blacktop and the man folded.

The runner made his truck. Tires spun gravel and he fishtailed onto the road, pulling away east with his lights still off. Ash clocked the plate—Maine, partial, the first three characters burned into memory before the fog ate the rest.

A fourth man came out of the tree line fifteen feet from the cab. Ash hadn't seen him. The man had a blade and he was fast, closing on Breach's back as Breach moved toward the trailer, and the knife caught Breach across the upper arm before Rig put a boot into the man's knee from the side. He went down screaming, and Rig stood on his wrist until the knife came free.

Ash crossed back to the cab. The woman was still in the seat, tire iron across her lap, breathing hard but not shaking. Not crying. Not asking what the hell just happened. She looked at him the way a driver looks at an accident she almost hit—alert, calculating, already past the fear and into what comes next.

"You hurt?" Ash said.

"No." She looked at the men on the ground, then back at him. At the cut on his leather. At the brothers spread across the road behind him. "They wanted the trailer."

"They wanted you out of the cab first."

Her jaw tightened. "I know what they wanted."

Flint pulled up beside the rig, engine idling, and took in the scene without getting off his bike. His eyes moved from the woman to the men on the ground to the tree line to the road east where the pickup had vanished, and Ash saw him file every piece of it.

"Breach," Flint said.

"Caught my arm." Breach had his hand clamped over the cut, blood running between his fingers and dripping off his elbow. "Needs stitching, not a hospital."

Flint looked at Ash. That patient, unhurried look that was really a question.

"Crew of four," Ash said. "One runner heading east, three down. They had her cab open and were working the trailer locks when we rolled up. They knew what they were doing."

"Organized."

"Yeah."

Flint looked at the woman again. "Ma'am. You know who they are?"

She met his eyes straight. "No. But I've seen them before."

Something in the way she said it—flat, certain, no drama—made Ash turn back to her. She wasn't performing calm. She was calm. The way people are when they've already been through the worst part and decided how to carry it.

"Where?" Ash asked.

She looked at him for a long moment, measuring something. Then she said, "A logging spur off the Harrow Mills grade. Two nights ago. I pulled off to wait out the storm and watched them hijack a truck and beat the driver until he stopped moving."

The road went quiet. Even the bikes seemed to idle down.

"You saw them kill a man," Flint said.

"I saw them kill a man." She set the tire iron on the passenger seat, carefully, the way someone puts down a weapon they're finished with. "I got out before they spotted me. Or I thought I did."

Ash looked at Breach's arm, at the knife on the ground, at the men groaning on the gravel. Practiced crew. Tools staged. A spotter in the trees. They hadn't come to rob her trailer. They'd come to silence a witness.

"They made your rig," Ash said.

"A strap from my trailer. Maybe a partial plate." She said it the way she'd say a tire needed rotating—a fact, handled. "I figured they'd come. Didn't figure on tonight."

Flint cut his engine. When Flint cut his engine on the road, the conversation was about to matter.

"What's your name?"

"Colleen Braddock. I run a hauling outfit out of Draywood."

Flint nodded once, slow. "Miss Braddock, these men are working roads we ride. That's a problem we're going to solve. Right now I need to get my brother stitched up and I need to know you're going to make it home tonight."

"I've been driving this road since I was nineteen. I'll make it home."

Flint looked at Ash. The look said, This one's yours.

Ash understood. Not the woman—the threat. The angle coming from behind that the club hadn't seen until tonight. A crew working their roads, hijacking freight, killing drivers, and now hunting witnesses. The kind of problem that grew teeth if you let it breathe.

He pulled a phone from his cut and took photos of the men on the ground—faces, clothes, boots, the knife, the crowbar. One of them spat blood at his boot. Ash stepped over it and shot the plates on the pickup they'd left behind, then walked the tree line where the fourth man had been staged and found a pack with zip ties, duct tape, and a burner phone.

They'd come equipped to make someone disappear.

Maul hauled the three men to the shoulder and zip-tied them to the trailer's tie-down rings with their own supplies. They'd work themselves free eventually. By then it wouldn't matter.

Ash came back to the cab. Colleen had climbed down and was checking her trailer locks, running her hands over the seals the way a woman checks her own rig—not because someone told her to, but because it was hers and she needed to know.

"I'll come by your yard tomorrow," Ash said. "Make sure they didn't circle back."

She straightened up and looked at him, square and direct, no gratitude performance, no fear performance. Just one working person sizing up another.

"I open the gate at five."

Ash watched her pull out, the rig's taillights shrinking down the fog-choked road until the dark took them. He stood there longer than he needed to, reading the empty road behind her the way he read every empty road—waiting for the thing that didn't belong.

Then he walked back to the brothers and swung onto his bike.

"Compound," Flint said.

They rode. Ash took tail, the way he always did, and watched the dark behind them all the way home. But now the dark had a shape to it. A crew, organized, working the club's own roads. A dead driver on a logging spur. A woman who'd seen it happen and hadn't flinched.

Breach bled quietly into a bar rag and didn't complain.

At the compound, the heavy gate rolled back and the column filed through, bikes rumbling across the gravel yard and slotting into the six-bay garage one by one. The old quarry sat behind the building like a black mouth, still water catching nothing. Ash killed his engine last and sat the bike in the dark, listening to the woods settle around them.

Flint was already inside. Ash could see him through the clubhouse window, standing at the long timber bar, waiting for the brothers to gather so he could hear it laid out proper.

Ash pulled the burner phone from his cut and turned it over in his hands. Zip ties. Duct tape. A spotter in the trees with a knife. This wasn't a roadside shakedown. This was a crew that planned its kills and buried the evidence, and they were doing it on roads the Gravediggers rode.

He pocketed the phone and walked inside.

The chapel was through the heavy steel door at the back of the clubhouse, the old shed office with its stone walls and low ceiling, the table scarred and ring-stained where a hundred hard conversations had been held. Flint stood at the head. Hatchet leaned against the wall with his arms crossed, already wound tight. Maul took his chair without a word, settled and still. Rig, Breach with his arm being wrapped by a brother who knew wound care, the rest filling in around the table.

Ash laid it out clean. The crew on the shoulder. The woman in the cab. What she'd seen on the logging spur—a hijacked truck, a driver beaten to death. The men who'd come for her tonight, organized and equipped to disappear a witness. The partial plate on the runner's truck. The burner phone with its call history.

"They're not just hitting trucks," Ash said. "They're running a route. Taxing freight through the interior, hijacking anyone who won't pay, and putting down anyone who sees too much."

"On our roads," Hatchet said. Not a question.

"On our roads."

Flint looked at the burner phone on the table, then at Breach's wrapped arm, then at Ash. That still, patient look that meant the decision was already forming behind his eyes and he was just making sure every piece was where it needed to be.

"Find out who's running them," Flint said. "Map it. Routes, staging points, how many men, where the money goes. Then we take it apart."

Ash nodded. He'd ride the routes himself at first light, read the ground the way he read every road—watching for the thing behind him that the brothers ahead couldn't see.

The table broke and the brothers filtered out toward the bar, toward bunks, toward the garage to check their bikes. Ash stayed in his chair. He pulled out the burner and started scrolling through the call log, mapping numbers to locations, building the shape of something that had been working in the dark while the club looked the other way.

A crew on their roads. A dead driver in the woods. A woman with a tire iron and steady hands who'd looked at him like he was just a man on a bike, not a patch to be scared of or impressed by.

He pocketed the phone and went to find a map.
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Colleen had the yard gate open at four-forty and the coffee on by four-forty-five, because sleep wasn't coming back and she'd stopped pretending it would around three.

The Draywood yard wasn't much to look at in daylight and looked like even less in the grey before dawn. A gravel lot behind a chain-link fence, two box trailers parked nose-out, her flatbed rigged for lumber loads, and the dispatch office that was really a single-wide with a desk, a radio, and a coffee maker she'd bought at a yard sale six years ago. Her father's name was still on the lease. She hadn't changed it. Hadn't needed to—everybody in the mill towns knew whose trucks these were now.

She checked the seals on the lumber trailer for the third time since she'd gotten back last night. Ran her hand along the latch where one of those men had been working a pry bar. The metal was scored but held. She'd built this outfit load by load, and no crew of hijackers was going to make her afraid of her own yard.

The coffee was bad. It was always bad. She drank it standing at the dispatch window, watching the road lighten from black to grey.

Two nights ago she'd pulled off onto a logging spur above the Harrow Mills grade because the storm was sheeting rain sideways and she couldn't see twenty feet past her hood. She'd killed her lights and sat in the cab eating a gas station sandwich, waiting it out. Then headlights had swept across the spur below her, and she'd watched a truck get boxed in by two pickups and four men drag the driver out.

She'd seen enough. More than enough.

The sound of it—the wet, heavy sound of fists and boots on a man who'd stopped fighting back—had followed her down eighteen miles of logging road with her lights off, her hands shaking on the wheel for the only time she could remember since her father died.

She'd thought about calling the county sheriff. Thought about it for most of that drive. But the sheriff was an hour away on a good night, and she'd been running freight through this country long enough to know that some things got handled and some things got buried, and the law didn't get to decide which was which.

So she'd kept driving. Kept working. Figured if they hadn't seen her, she was clear.

They'd seen her.

Colleen set her mug down and went out to the yard. The gravel was wet from overnight fog and her boots left prints she could've tracked herself by. She walked the fence line, checking for cuts, checking for marks on the posts where someone might have leaned or watched. Nothing. But nothing was what it looked like before something, and she knew that now.

Danny Pruitt pulled in at five-fifteen in his own truck, thermos under his arm, the look on his face of a man who'd been told by his wife to ask about last night. Danny was her best driver—steady, didn't bitch about the night hauls, could back a loaded flatbed into a mill dock in the rain without scratching paint.

"You okay, boss?"

"I'm fine. You're on the Bickerton run today, lumber to the mill. Loaded and sealed, just needs the paperwork."

He looked at her the way men looked at women who said they were fine when they obviously weren't—half concern, half the calculation of whether pushing it would cost them. She let him do the math and he came up with the right answer, which was to take the clipboard and go.

By six she had her second driver, Cal Vickers, on the road with an equipment haul south, and her third, Pete Ormond, scheduled for a pickup at noon. Three drivers, two trucks running, one parked for maintenance. The math of a small outfit that couldn't afford a sick day.

She was under the hood of the parked truck checking a belt tension when she heard the bike.

Not bikes, plural, the way they'd come last night—a rolling wall of sound that shook the air. Just one. A single engine, throaty and unhurried, turning off the county road and idling up to the yard gate.

She straightened up and wiped her hands on her jeans.

He sat the bike the way he'd stood on the road last night—loose, easy, but with something underneath the ease that never quite stopped moving. Pale eyes that swept the yard, the fence line, the road behind him, the tree line past the lot, all of it in the time it took her to walk over. Lean and long-armed, the cut sitting his shoulders like he'd been born in it.

She'd met bikers before. You didn't run freight through inland Maine without crossing paths with men who wore patches. Most of them wanted you to look at the leather first, the club name, the flash—wanted you to understand what you were dealing with before they said a word.

This one didn't seem to care what she looked at.

"Gate's open," she said.

He rolled through and killed the engine by the dispatch office. Didn't park the way visitors parked—facing out, nose toward the road, like leaving was the first thing on his mind. He backed the bike in facing the gate, the road behind him visible in his mirrors.

"You always park like that?" she asked.

"Yeah."

She waited for more. It didn't come. She'd dealt with quiet men her whole working life—truckers who went six hundred miles without turning on the radio, mill hands who could do an eight-hour shift on four words. But this was a different kind of quiet. Not shy. Not unfriendly. Just a man who'd decided a long time ago that most words didn't earn their space.

"Coffee's terrible," she said. "But it's hot."

"I'm good."

He stood at the edge of the lot and looked out at the road the way she'd seen hawks sit a wire—not hunting anything specific, just wide open to whatever moved. Then he turned and looked at her, and the full weight of his attention was something she hadn't expected. Those pale eyes, steady and unhurried, taking her in the way he'd taken in the yard and the fence and the tree line. Reading her.

"You sleep last night?" he asked.

"Some."

"That's a no."

"That's none of your business."

Something moved at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile. More like the acknowledgment that she'd thrown something at him he hadn't expected to catch.

"Your driver," he said. "The one who missed the check-in two nights before we found you on the shoulder. Where was his route?"

She blinked. She hadn't told him about that. Hadn't told any of them about the missed check-ins she'd been getting for the past three weeks—drivers reporting trucks behind them that appeared and vanished, loads arriving light, one driver quitting outright after someone slashed his tires at a truck stop.

"How did you know about that?"

"I didn't. But a crew running a route taxes every hauler, not just the ones they need to silence. You've been having trouble before the spur."

She looked at him for a long beat. He hadn't asked it like a question. He'd laid it out like a fact and waited for her to confirm, and the quiet certainty of it—no posturing, no push—was what made her open the dispatch office and pull the binder off the shelf.

Three weeks of notes. Dates, times, plates she'd caught, routes where her drivers had reported shadows. The log she'd been keeping the way she kept maintenance records—clean, detailed, because a woman who ran her own outfit couldn't afford to lose data.

She set it on the desk between them. "Three weeks. Started with Cal getting tailed on the Harrow Mills grade. Then Pete found his load straps cut at a rest stop. Then Danny missed a check-in and turned up four hours late saying he'd had to wait out two trucks blocking a bridge."

Ash didn't touch the binder. He read it where it lay, leaning over the desk, and she watched his eyes move down the entries the way they'd moved over the yard—systematic, missing nothing.

"You kept plates."

"Partial. What I could get from my guys. Most of them were running without plates or with muds over them."

He straightened up. "The man running this outfit is named Vernon Kade. He taxes haulers and warehouses across the interior. Anyone who won't pay gets their loads hijacked. Anyone who sees too much gets erased."

She absorbed that. A name. Vernon Kade. The man who'd ordered her killed, or who'd sent the men who would do it, which amounted to the same thing.

"And the driver on the spur?" she asked.

"That's what happens to examples."

She didn't flinch. Didn't look away. She'd known it already—had known it in her gut since she'd watched those men drag that driver out of his cab and not stop. But hearing it confirmed, flat and certain from a man who dealt in facts the way she dealt in freight, settled something in her chest.

"So he knows I saw it. And he's going to keep coming."

"Yeah."

"And your club's in it because they were on your roads."

"That's part of it."

The way he said it—with a weight underneath, something he wasn't spelling out—made her look at him again. He wasn't watching the yard anymore. He was watching her.

"What's the other part?" she asked.

He held her eyes for a beat longer than the question needed. "I'll let you know."

She could've pushed. She was good at pushing—you didn't survive as a woman in freight without knowing how to stand in a space and make a man answer the question you'd actually asked. But something in his face told her he wasn't dodging. He was being honest about the fact that he didn't have the words for it yet, and she respected that more than a smooth answer.

"I need to keep my trucks running," she said. "I've got three drivers who need work and contracts I can't break. If I park the outfit, Kade wins without throwing another punch."

"I know."

"So what's the plan?"

"Brothers watching the routes. Eyes on your yard. We map how Kade's crew works and where they're thin, then we take their road away from them." He picked up the binder. "This helps."

"Take it. I've got copies."

He looked at her. That same quiet, steady attention. "You always keep copies?"

"I run a trucking company. Everything's in triplicate or it doesn't exist."

This time the thing at the corner of his mouth was definitely closer to a smile. It changed his face—broke through the watchfulness for half a second and showed her something underneath that was warmer than she'd expected from a man who parked facing the exit.

He tucked the binder inside his cut and walked back to his bike. She followed him to the lot, not because she needed to see him off but because she wasn't done.

"What's your name?" she asked. "Your real one."

He threw a leg over the bike and looked back at her. "Ash."

"That's not a name. That's what's left after a fire."

"Works for me."

He kicked the engine over and the yard filled with that low, rolling thunder. She stood in the gravel and watched him pull out, the bike leaning through the gate and straightening onto the county road. He checked his mirrors twice before he'd gone fifty yards. Watching behind.

She went back to the dispatch office and poured another cup of terrible coffee and thought about a man who watched the road behind him like he expected something to be there, and who'd looked at her like she was the first thing in a long time he hadn't expected at all.

Then she looked up and saw the truck.

Dark pickup, no plates she could read from this distance, idling at the fence line on the far side of the lot where the county road bent past her property. It hadn't been there when Ash left. She was sure of that. She would've seen it. But it was there now—engine running, windows tinted, sitting still the way a truck sat still when the driver was watching something and didn't care if you knew it.

Colleen set down her coffee and reached for her pen.
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Ash dropped Colleen's binder on the chapel table and let the brothers look at it.

Three weeks of entries in clean, tight handwriting. Dates, times, partial plates, route numbers, driver names. The kind of record-keeping that turned a gut feeling into a map, and the woman had been building it alone in a dispatch office while somebody tried to run her out of business one truck at a time.

"She kept better intel than we did," Hatchet said, flipping pages. He sounded like he wasn't sure whether to be impressed or pissed off.

"She kept it because nobody else was going to." Ash stood at his usual spot—back of the room, where he could see the door and the table and every face around it. "Kade's outfit has been working the interior routes for at least three weeks. Taxing haulers, hijacking loads, making examples. We didn't see it because they were hitting small operators who don't talk to us."

Flint sat at the head of the table with his scarred hands flat on the wood, listening the way Flint listened—still, patient, every piece going into a picture he was building behind those granite-colored eyes.

"The driver on the spur," Flint said. "That's not taxation. That's a message."

"That's what happens when someone won't pay," Ash said. "Kade runs a schedule. You get the ask first. Then you get a truck tailed, a load shorted, tires slashed. If you still won't fold, he takes your rig on a dark road and puts your driver in the ground."

"And our girl saw the last part," Maul said from his chair.

Our girl. Ash let it pass, but something in his chest turned over at the phrasing. Colleen Braddock wasn't anyone's girl. She was a woman who'd watched a man get beaten to death and driven herself home in the dark without calling anyone, and the next morning she'd opened her yard at five and kept working.

"She's a witness he needs to erase," Ash said. "The crew on the shoulder last night wasn't a shakedown. They had zip ties, duct tape, a burner phone. They came to disappear her."

Silence around the table. The kind of silence that meant every brother was running the same calculation: how far does this go, and how many men do we need to put in the ground to end it?

Breach shifted in his chair, his wrapped arm held tight against his ribs. The cut wasn't deep but it was long, and the brother who'd stitched it had used fourteen sutures. "They had a man in the trees I didn't see. That's not a roadside grab crew. That's a planned hit."

"Which means Kade's got people who know how to set up an ambush and people who know how to run a route," Rig said quietly from his end of the table. "Different skill sets. He's layered."

Flint looked at Ash. "How many?"

"The crew last night was four. The hijack she witnessed was
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