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The roadhouse sat back off the county two-lane behind a gravel apron chewed to mud, a clapboard box with a tin roof and a neon sign that had been dying for a decade. Hollow killed his headlight at the tree line and rolled the last two hundred yards on idle, the V-twin barely breathing in the dark. He put the kickstand down in the shadow of a log truck and sat the bike without moving, reading the building the way he'd once read compounds in country where stillness kept you breathing.

Two vehicles out front. A black dually with Maine commercial plates and a panel van with no plates at all. Light in the office window at the back. A shape crossing that light every few seconds — pacing.

He keyed his phone once. Two clicks came back. Hatchet and Breach were on the road a quarter mile out, parked and waiting for his word.

Hollow swung off the bike and crossed the gravel without sound.

The roadhouse operator's name was Leland Duff. Ran a fuel stop and a bar that served truckers on the state highway, which was fine, except Duff had started taxing the independent haulers who ran timber and granite through Gravedigger ground — pulling a toll on loads the club had already cleared and pocketing the difference. He'd been warned once. Flint didn't give second warnings, but he'd sent Hollow instead of Maul, which was its own kind of message: you won't see the second warning coming.

The side door was locked with a deadbolt that had been new fifteen years ago. Hollow had it open in four seconds with a bump key and let himself into the storeroom, pulling the door shut behind him without a click. Cases of cheap beer stacked to the ceiling. The smell of old grease and bleach. A hallway ran from the storeroom past the kitchen to the office, and he moved down it the way he moved through everything — like the air itself had decided to relocate.

Voices in the office. Duff and two others.

"—told them forty a load starting the first. They don't like it, they can find another road." Duff's voice, thick with the kind of confidence that came from never having met real trouble.

"Some of those boys run for the Gravediggers." A second voice, younger, uncertain.

"The Gravediggers can send somebody to talk about it."

Hollow opened the office door and stepped through it.

The room was small and hot and smelled like cigars and diesel. Duff sat behind a metal desk with a cashbox open in front of him, a heavy man in a flannel shirt with a face that went white in the time it took his brain to process what his eyes were seeing. Two men stood against the far wall — hired weight, both of them, the kind of muscle you picked up cheap at a mill-town bar. One had a pistol on his hip. The other had a shotgun leaning against the wall within arm's reach.

The one with the pistol moved first. His hand dropped and his fingers found the grip and that was as far as he got. Hollow crossed the distance like something the dark had thrown and took the man's wrist and turned it hard, stripping the gun free as the hired man's elbow locked wrong and his knees buckled. The pistol hit the floor and Hollow kicked it under the desk without looking.

The second man lunged for the shotgun.

Hollow was already there. He caught the barrel before the man's hand closed on the stock and drove the butt into the man's sternum, folding him over it. The hired man sat down hard against the wall, wheezing, and Hollow racked the shell out of the chamber and set the empty shotgun on the desk like he was returning a borrowed tool.

The whole thing had taken four seconds. Maybe five.

Duff hadn't moved. His mouth was open and his hands were flat on the desk on either side of the cashbox, and the color that had left his face was not coming back.

"Flint sent me," Hollow said.

Three words. He didn't need more. The name did the work.

"I was going to call." Duff's voice had lost its thickness. "I was going to square it up. The hauler thing — it got away from me. I didn't—"

"The toll." Hollow's voice was quiet. Not soft — quiet the way deep water was quiet, where you couldn't see the bottom. "What you owe the club for six weeks of taxing our roads."

Duff reached into the cashbox with hands that weren't steady and started laying bills on the desk. Hollow didn't count them. He didn't need to. Duff knew the number, and Duff knew what happened to men who shorted the Gravediggers.

"All of it," Hollow said.

More bills. Duff's hired muscle stayed exactly where they were — one on the floor cradling his wrist, the other still trying to remember how lungs worked.

When the cashbox was empty, Hollow gathered the bills without hurry and folded them into his cut. Then he stood there, and that was the worst part — the standing, the silence, the flat quiet eyes that gave away nothing. Men who shouted and swung, you could read. You could negotiate. The silent ones who appeared in your office like a change in the weather were the ones who kept you awake at night.

"There's something else," Hollow said.

Duff swallowed. "Whatever you need."

"A crew running protection on the mill towns. Taxing the shops and the bars on the working streets. Who's behind it?"

Something crossed Duff's face — fear layered on top of the fear already there, a new stripe of it that had nothing to do with the man standing in front of him. "I hear things. From the haulers."

"Then talk."

"Name's Ackley. Gordon Ackley. Runs a crew, maybe a dozen strong — enforcers, collectors. They've been working the towns east of here for a year, maybe longer. Tax the shops, use the back rooms for collections, and anybody who doesn't pay gets made an example. I heard he's looking at Brackenridge next. Main street. There's a café there everyone goes to, and he wants it on his book as the anchor."

Hollow filed it. The name, the number, the method, the target. He didn't write anything down. He never did.

"If I hear you've been taxing loads on our ground again," Hollow said, "I won't come to talk."

He left the way he came, through the storeroom and out the side door and across the gravel without a sound. The night was cold and clean, the kind of Maine dark that pressed in from the tree line like something solid. He fired the bike and rolled to the road, and by the time Duff's hired men got themselves off the floor, the gravel apron was empty.

Hatchet and Breach were idling at the pulloff where the county road met the state highway, engines ticking in the dark. Hatchet sat his bike with the easy, aggressive lean of a man who was always half ready for the fight to come to him.

"Handled?" Hatchet asked.

Hollow held up the fold of bills.

"He give you anything else?"

"Protection racket moving on the mill towns. Guy named Ackley, dozen men. Taxing the shops, using back rooms for collections. Brackenridge is next."

Breach shifted on his bike, the armorer's careful face catching the light from a passing truck. "Brackenridge is our ground."

"Every mill town on that stretch is our ground," Hatchet said. The edge was already in his voice — not anger yet, but the blade turning toward it.

Hollow nodded once. The three of them sat their bikes in the dark with the engines running and the cold pressing in through their cuts, and nothing more needed to be said about it.

They rode the toll back to the compound in formation, Hatchet at the front and Hollow bringing up the middle, running the quarry road with the headlights cutting white tunnels through the black spruce. The compound's floodlights caught them at the half-mile approach, and the prospect at the gate had the chain down before they reached it.

Inside, the clubhouse was warm and loud, the long timber bar throwing light across the stone floor and the brothers who'd stayed back filling the room with the easy noise of men who owned the ground they stood on. Flint was at the bar with Maul and Rig, a glass of something dark in front of him, his gray eyes reading the three of them as they came through the door the way a pit boss reads a face of rock.

Hollow laid the bills on the bar in front of Flint. "Duff squared up. Won't be a problem."

Flint counted without appearing to count, then slid the fold to the Treasurer. "His boys?"

"They'll mend."

A ghost of something that might have been amusement crossed Flint's weathered face. He waited, because Flint always waited. The man had a quarryman's patience — the stone would show its seam when it showed its seam.

"There's something else." Hollow took the stool next to Rig and laid it out flat, the way he laid everything — no embellishment, no interpretation, just the shape of it. Ackley. The protection racket. The mill towns already under the tax. Brackenridge as the next target. A café at the center of it.

"A café?" Rig said.

"Busy place on the main street. Everybody's first stop. Ackley wants it as his anchor — gets the café on his books, the rest of the street folds."

Maul's scarred hands were flat on the bar and his face gave away nothing, which was how you knew the Sergeant at Arms was already doing the math on where to hit.

"How many men?" Flint asked.

"Dozen. Maybe more when he's pushing into new ground."

"Brackenridge is forty minutes from here on the quarry road," Hatchet said. He'd taken a position at the end of the bar, standing rather than sitting, the way he always did when the conversation was turning toward the work. "We've got businesses there. People who count on us."

Flint took a slow drink and set the glass down. "We know who runs this café?"

"A woman," Hollow said. "Name's Sylvia Doerr. She built the place. Roasts her own coffee, supplies half the shops on the street."

He said it the same way he said everything — flat, stripped, just the information. But he knew the café and the woman behind it because he'd been sitting in her corner booth for weeks, drinking her coffee and watching her work the room with the kind of easy, loud warmth that made a silent man want to stay. He didn't say that part. It wasn't the point.

Flint's gray eyes stayed on him a beat longer than necessary. The old quarryman missed nothing.

"Keep your ear to it," Flint said. "Chapel tomorrow. We'll sort the shape of this."

Hollow nodded and took his beer to the corner of the bar where the shadow was deepest, which was where you always found him. The noise of the clubhouse filled the room around him — Breach and Ash arguing about a cylinder head, Hatchet's sharp laugh cutting through the low roar — and Hollow sat in it easy and quiet, the ghost the world feared turned into a man who just didn't talk much.

He thought about the café. About the woman who'd set a cup in front of him without asking and teased him about his silence like it was a feature and not a wall. About Ackley's crew coming to tax her street and use her back room and break her if she wouldn't bend.

He finished his beer and left the glass on the bar and headed up to his quarters. In the dark, with the quarry stretching cold and silent behind the compound, he thought about Brackenridge and the shape of what was coming.

The street was Gravedigger ground. The café was part of the street.

And Sylvia Doerr didn't know it yet, but she'd just become his problem.
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The roaster drum turned slow and steady in the back room, and Sylvia stood over it with her hands on the temperature dial and her nose doing the real work. Green beans cracking through first break, the smell shifting from hay to bread to something darker and sweeter, the moment when the batch tipped from good to perfect and you had maybe ninety seconds to pull it before the sugars burned. She'd done this a thousand times and it still made her hold her breath.

She killed the heat and dumped the drum into the cooling tray, the beans hissing and ticking as the fans pulled the smoke. Dark roast for the diner down the block. Medium for the hardware store's breakroom pot. Light for the weekday regulars who wanted something bright with their eggs. Half the businesses on Brackenridge's main street had her coffee on their tables, and every bag of it came through this room, through these hands, through the burn scar on the inside of her wrist where the drum had kissed her in the first month.

She wiped her palms on her apron and pushed through the swinging door into the café.

The morning rush was building the way it always built — slow and then all at once, like the street woke up in shifts. Loggers in Carhartts hunched over the counter with their hands wrapped around mugs. A couple of teachers from the elementary grading papers in the window booth, red pen marks spreading across worksheets like small emergencies. Old Frank Pesko planted in his usual chair with his usual drip coffee and his usual grievance about the muffins being too small. The milk steamer was already screaming. Sylvia poured Frank's refill without being asked and told him the muffins were the same size they'd been for three years and maybe his hands were shrinking.

"Getting old is a crime," Frank muttered.

"Getting old is a privilege. Drink your coffee."

She moved behind the counter the way she always moved — fast, sure, already reaching for the next cup before the last one hit the saucer. The café had been a dead storefront when she'd signed the lease four years ago. Plywood in the windows, pigeon droppings on the floor, the smell of old water damage and surrender. Three storefronts on this block had been dark. The barbershop had cut its hours to three days a week. The street was dying the way small-town streets died — not all at once, but one darkened window at a time.

She'd scraped the place down to the bones and built it back with her own money and a commercial roaster she'd bought used and rebuilt twice. Now the café pulled people off the street at six in the morning. The hardware store had extended its hours. A new sandwich shop had opened two doors down. The street had a pulse again, and Sylvia knew — without vanity, just as fact — that her counter was where it beat.

She'd done that. Her hands, her coffee, her stubborn refusal to let one more thing on this street go dark.

The bell over the door chimed and she didn't have to look up. She knew the weight of it — or rather the absence of weight, the way the air shifted without any sound to explain why. She pulled a cup and filled it black, no sugar, and had it on the corner table before he'd finished settling into the booth.

Hollow looked at the cup, then up at her. Those flat, quiet eyes that gave nothing away except the faintest crack of something warm when she caught them right.

"Morning, ghost." She leaned a hip against the table edge. "You know, most people make noise when they walk. It's a whole thing. Feet on the floor. Very popular."

"Heard it's overrated."

"Three words. We're making progress." She topped off his cup even though he hadn't touched it yet, just to have a reason to stand there another second. "You want food today or are you just here to haunt the furniture?"

"The furniture's pretty comfortable."

"Four words. Call the papers."

Something moved at the corner of his mouth. Not a smile — Hollow didn't smile, not that she'd seen — but the shadow of one, the place where a smile would go on a man who used them. She'd been pulling words out of him for weeks now, ever since he'd started showing up in the corner booth like something the morning fog had deposited. The other regulars gave him a wide berth, which she understood. There was something about the way he held himself — the absolute stillness, the hands that stayed loose and ready, the way he'd just appear where he hadn't been a second ago — that told you this was not a man you startled or crowded or asked too many questions.

Sylvia had set a cup in front of him anyway, because he was sitting in her café, and everybody in her café got coffee and conversation whether they wanted it or not.

She liked that he came back. She liked that the three or four words she pulled out of him were always dry and warm underneath the quiet, like finding a hot spring under granite. She liked — more than she wanted to examine too closely — the way his eyes tracked her when she moved behind the counter, a steady watchfulness that should have been unsettling but felt instead like standing in a pocket of still air during a storm.

"Egg sandwich," he said.

"Was that a please?"

"It was a hope."

She grinned and went to make it, cracking two eggs on the flattop and laying bacon beside them while she pulled shots for the line at the register. The café filled the way it always did between seven and eight — standing room, every table taken, the noise of a town waking up and wanting coffee before it did anything else. This was the hour that paid the rent and made the whole thing worth the five a.m. alarm. Sylvia worked it with her hands moving and her mouth running, the way she'd been doing since the doors first opened.

She slid the egg sandwich into the corner booth. Hollow's fingers brushed hers on the plate, and she felt it — a small, stupid jolt that had no business being there — and pulled her hand back with a quip about ghosts not needing to eat that she forgot the second she said it.

The morning kept turning. The door kept swinging. Her coffee kept filling the room with the smell of something worth getting out of bed for.

The two men came in at the tail end of the rush.

She made them immediately. Not regulars. Not loggers, not teachers, not anyone who belonged to the rhythm of the street. The first was heavy through the shoulders, thick-necked, with a shove to the way he moved through the door that said he expected rooms to rearrange themselves around him. The second was leaner, hanging back with his hands in his jacket pockets like he was keeping them warm or keeping them ready.

They didn't sit down. They walked straight to the counter and the heavy one planted his palms on it and leaned forward, close enough that she could smell cigarettes and cheap aftershave over the coffee.

"Sylvia Doerr?"

"That's what it says on the sign. You boys want coffee?"

"We want to talk about your arrangement with Mr. Ackley."

"Don't have one."

The heavy one smiled. It didn't reach anywhere near his eyes. "That's what we're here to fix. Mr. Ackley is offering protection to the businesses on this street. Weekly rate, very reasonable. Keeps the trouble away, keeps everything running smooth."

"Everything runs smooth already. I open the doors, people come in, I sell them coffee. It's not complicated."

"Things get complicated fast without the right arrangement." He glanced around the café — the full tables, the line at the register, the roaster humming in the back. His eyes moved the way a man's eyes moved when he was counting money he hadn't taken yet. "Nice place. Busy. Mr. Ackley's also going to need use of your back room a couple times a week. Collections. Nothing that interferes with your business."

Sylvia set down the coffeepot. She set it down carefully, because what she wanted to do was swing it.

"Let me make sure I'm hearing this right," she said. She said it loud enough that the room heard it too, because the room was going to hear it anyway and she'd rather own the moment than let it own her. "You're walking into my shop — where I roast my own beans and open my own doors at five in the morning and built this counter with my own money — and you're telling me I need to pay some guy I've never met for the privilege of not having trouble you haven't specified. And then hand over my back room for whatever the hell collections means."

The heavy one's smile thinned. "It's a standard arrangement—"

"There's nothing standard about walking into a woman's business and telling her to hand over money." She pointed at the door. "Get out."

"Ms. Doerr, you'll want to think about—"

"I thought about it. Took me about two seconds. Out. Both of you. And you can tell Mr. Ackley that if he wants my coffee, he can come in and buy a cup like everybody else. But he's not getting a dime, he's not getting my back room, and he's not getting one more second of my morning."

The room had gone quiet. Frank Pesko had his coffee cup frozen halfway to his mouth. The loggers at the counter had turned on their stools, slow and deliberate, the way big men turned when they were deciding whether something was about to become their business. Even the teachers in the window booth were watching over their worksheets.

The heavy one straightened up. His eyes went flat and hard, and for a second Sylvia felt the weight of what she was doing — a woman alone behind a counter telling men like this to leave. The fear was there. She'd be a fool to pretend it wasn't. But the fear was smaller than the fury, and the fury was smaller than the simple, stubborn fact that this café was hers and nobody was going to walk in and take a piece of it.

She'd built this place out of nothing. She'd woken this street up. And she was not going to be taxed for the privilege of keeping the lights on.

"You'll want to reconsider," the heavy one said. Quiet now. A different kind of quiet than Hollow's — this was the quiet that came before something ugly.

"I won't."

He held her eyes for a long beat, then turned and walked out. The lean one followed without a word. The bell chimed behind them, a bright, ordinary sound that had no business being attached to a moment like this.

Sylvia picked up the coffeepot. Her hand was steady. She poured Frank's refill and told him the muffins were still the same size and the morning was still her morning and did anybody else need a top-off or were they all just going to sit there looking like they'd seen a bear.

The room exhaled. Conversations started back up. The loggers turned around on their stools.

She didn't look at the corner booth. She didn't need to. She could feel Hollow's eyes on her — that steady, still watchfulness, heavier than usual, a weight in it that hadn't been there when she'd set his coffee down — and she knew he'd seen the whole thing and hadn't moved, because a man like that didn't move until moving meant something.

What she did see, when she stepped around the counter to clear a table by the window, was the two men still standing on the sidewalk. Not leaving. The heavy one had his phone out, but his eyes weren't on the screen. They were on the café. Moving from face to face through the glass, table to table, cataloguing her morning crowd the way a man counted inventory he planned to come back for.

The lean one was watching the street in both directions, clocking the other shops, the hardware store, the sandwich place, the whole block she'd brought back from the dead.

Sylvia turned away from the window and picked up a rag and started wiping down the counter she'd built with her own money in a shop she'd dragged back from nothing.

They could count all they wanted. The answer was still no.
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