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	ONE

	Quinn

	—   —   —

	The end-of-quarter numbers were three entries from balanced when Gus put his fist into the wall.

	Not literally. August Riley had cracked his knuckles on concrete before and learned something from it that had apparently stuck. But when Gus lost his temper in the garage, the compound knew — something metal hit something else metal, then the second impact of whatever it hit landing on the floor, and then Gus's voice filling the yard like it owned the square footage:

	"Son of a BITCH."

	Through the office window I watched Tuck scramble off the hood of the Silverado he'd been pretending to polish and put himself behind it instead. Twenty-four years old and already fluent in the most important Gallows Run survival skill: do not become a visible problem on a morning when Gus has already found one.

	I turned the page.

	I've kept the books for this club going on eleven years. The first year I did it the way you do anything new — carefully, double-checking the obvious, asking questions I was embarrassed to need answered. By year three I stopped needing the questions. By year seven the books were reflex, the kind of work that takes all of your attention so lightly you can almost think of other things while doing it, and by now — the September Tuesday of my thirty-fourth year, the twelfth of my life inside this fence line — the quarterly ledger and I had an understanding. It didn't argue with me. I didn't make it wait.

	I finished the entry and capped the pen.

	The Gallows Run MC compound sat on twelve flat acres at the edge of Hollis, Nevada, with scrub brush on three sides and what passed for a main road on the fourth. Hollis was a town of fourteen hundred people, give or take whoever'd left for Reno since the copper mine shut down, which was a significant number. The ones who stayed were either rooted or stubborn or, in the case of most of the men in this compound, something in between that didn't have a clean word for it. The compound itself was a scatter of sand-colored buildings around a central yard: the main clubhouse and bar, Gus's garage, the bunkhouse, the shed that used to be useful, and the small square office near the gate that I'd been keeping the books out of since I was twenty-three years old.

	The chair had a cushion on it I'd put there in year four. Nobody had said anything. I'd decided that was either acceptance or indifference and stopped caring which.

	I went to get coffee.

	The morning was past nine and the yard had the particular quality of a Tuesday between runs — men and bikes and a few women who lived here or came close enough to being full-time that the distinction had stopped mattering. I'd been here long enough to know the difference in how the air sat depending on what the week was doing. This week was doing nothing yet. It was doing the thing where it held still.

	Birdie was at the picnic table near the main building, feet up, phone in hand, her hair still in last night's braid. She was reading something that was making her face go complicated.

	"Don't," I said as I passed.

	"I'm not saying anything."

	"You were about to."

	"I was about to offer you half of this muffin."

	I looked at her. She looked at me. The muffin was already half-eaten. I kept walking. She laughed, low and satisfied, the way she laughed when she'd gotten exactly the reaction she wanted.

	Birdie — Roberta Crane, married five years to a patched member named Wheels who was currently in the garage trying to be useful and mostly handing Gus things — had been my closest female company in this compound for the better part of a decade. Not because we were alike, exactly. We weren't. But we'd both independently arrived at the conclusion that certain fights weren't worth having and certain problems were best addressed sideways rather than head-on, and this had given us a shared methodology that served well when the world got difficult.

	Which in an outlaw MC was frequently.

	From the garage: the particular silence that followed Gus's crash, then his voice dropping into the register that meant he was working himself back down. Reasonable. Threatening. Brief. The sound of a man negotiating with himself and winning.

	I went around the back of the main building to where the secondary coffee maker lived — the one that wasn't behind the bar, the one Mac had tried to remove twice and abandoned because the bar's machine broke approximately once a quarter and Gus needed somewhere to redirect people so he could work in peace.

	Tuck materialized beside me while I was pouring.

	"Bearing seized," he said, with the relief of a man who'd been carrying news and was glad to put it down.

	"I heard." I handed him a cup without being asked. He took it.

	"He's been at it since seven."

	"It'll work out or it won't."

	He gave me a look. "That's kind of your answer for a lot of things."

	"Most things resolve themselves if you give them time and don't make them worse," I said. "How's the Silverado coming?"

	He made a face that was better than words. I left him with his coffee.

	Cade Mercer was at the fence line.

	This wasn't unusual. Slate had a preference for the farthest corner of the property that was still inside the gate — I'd come to think of it as his thinking spot, though I'd never said so because he'd have looked at me for the phrase. He was leaning on the top rail now, both forearms down, his coffee in one hand, looking at nothing in particular in the direction of the highway. The morning was doing what it did in September out here: low gold across the scrub, the sky still dark at the very edges where the night was losing the argument with daylight and hadn't quite admitted it yet.

	I stopped for a moment because it was worth a moment.

	Eight years of knowing Cade Mercer. What I knew with certainty: black coffee, no sugar. Methodical to the point of it being a moral position. The kind of man who did the thing that needed doing and left out the commentary — which in a world full of commentary was worth more than people gave it credit for. He was the club's Sergeant-at-Arms, which meant enforcing the rules that kept everything from coming apart, and he was good at it in the specific way of a man who was not performing the role but occupying it.

	He didn't look over.

	I didn't say anything.

	After a moment he said, without turning: "You're close."

	Slate knew the quarterly schedule the way he knew patrol routes and supply counts — not because anyone asked him to track it, but because he tracked everything as a matter of course, the way some people breathe.

	"Three entries," I said.

	He nodded at the horizon, which I'd learned meant either satisfied or thinking. I went back to work.

	Mac's truck came through the gate at quarter past nine. That meant he'd been on the road since before sunrise from wherever he'd been the night before, doing whatever Mac did when he needed to move things around in his head and found that the compound wasn't the right container for it. He did this sometimes — was gone overnight without explanation, returned in the morning looking like a man who had settled his own bill.

	Cormac Bell was fifty-eight years old and had been president of Gallows Run for nineteen of those years and his face showed it the way wood shows weather — not ruined, just marked. I had watched that face over more than three hundred Thursdays of quarterly numbers and what I knew about it was that it aged honestly and without complaint, the way a working thing ages.

	He rolled through the gate and lifted two fingers off the wheel. I gave him the same back.

	He parked crooked — Mac had never once parked between the lines and I had eventually decided this was intentional, a small daily act of indifference toward the convention of lines — and went toward the main building and the coffee and whatever he was still working through. I made a note to have the numbers clean before noon. Twelve years of Thursdays. He still did the math in the same way, one line at a time, each figure turned over before he moved to the next, never rushing the column and never pretending the number was different than it was.

	I had always liked the way he read the books.

	I was halfway back to the office when I saw Sledge near the equipment shed.

	He was on the phone — not unusual. VP meant the phone was always running, I'd thought that morning without meaning to think it, and here it was again, the observation arriving without context. He was standing with his back partly angled away in the way you do when you want the call quieter than the yard. The shed put him twenty yards from the office. My route didn't take me near him.

	Then something fell off the main building's rear step and I went to pick it up — a crate lid that had been balanced wrong for a week and had finally made its own decision — and the route changed.

	I was crossing the open yard between the building and the shed when the call ended.

	Not wound down. Ended. The particular brevity of a call that stops rather than finishes, the way you end a call when the call is over rather than when the conversation is. He had the phone in his pocket by the time I reached the edge of the shed's shadow, and when he turned — not toward me, specifically, but in the general motion of a man who'd just finished something — his eyes landed left of me, in the direction of the garage.

	"Hey," he said.

	"Hey," I said.

	"Almost done?"

	"Couple more." I held up the crate lid. "This was on the step."

	He looked at it. "I'll get someone to fix that."

	"It just needs a nail."

	"I'll get someone." He put his phone in his other pocket. "You eating at the compound tonight or home?"

	"Home."

	He nodded. He went the other way. Not in a hurry. Not dawdling. Just going.

	I stood in the yard for a moment with the crate lid and thought: nothing. That is the honest truth of it. I watched him cross toward the bunkhouse and I thought nothing specific about the call that had ended or the way his eyes had gone left or the particular pocket he'd put the phone in, and then I went back to the office and sat down in the chair with the cushion and picked up the pen.

	Three entries from balanced.

	I finished before lunch, the way I always did.

	 

	
 

	TWO

	Quinn

	—   —   —

	Home was a pale yellow house on Mercer Street — no relation to Cade, I'd asked once and he'd looked at me like the question had been a test and I'd passed it by asking — half a mile from the compound gate, set back from the road by a strip of gravel and two juniper bushes I kept alive through willpower and irregular watering.

	Beau and I had bought it ten years ago when the novelty of compound living had worn through to the subfloor and we'd both privately arrived at the same conclusion without discussing it: two people who worked the way we worked needed somewhere to come home to that wasn't also work. The house had three rooms, a covered porch, a kitchen two feet too small, and a water heater that had needed replacing for three years and hadn't been yet because every time we talked about it something else needed the money first.

	It had a back window that looked at the desert and turned gold at sunset for about eight minutes.

	I had made it home in the specific way that happens when you stop treating a place like a temporary arrangement. The books on the shelves were mine. The throw on the couch was mine. The particular dent in the left couch arm was mine. Beau's boots were by the door and his riding jacket was on the hook next to his other riding jacket and the coffee maker was set to go at six in the morning the way he liked, and that was also home, in the way that another person's habits become part of the architecture around you after long enough.

	Twelve years.

	I don't know exactly when I stopped counting up and started counting sideways — stopped calculating how long we'd been together and started thinking in terms of what we were. What we were was a long thing. Not a bad thing. Not a thing I was going to trade. Just long, in the way that well-made things get long — worn smooth and reliable in ways you stop noticing because you've stopped needing to notice. The fights we'd had, we'd already had. The questions we'd already answered. What was left was the grain of it.

	I was most of the way through dinner when his truck came up the drive.

	He came in the way he always came in: boots off at the door, jacket on the hook, phone on the counter face-down. The face-down had started a couple of years ago and had never been discussed and I had never asked. I assumed it was a line he'd drawn between the job and the house, and I'd drawn my own version of the same line in a different way — I didn't bring the physical ledger home, ever, though I carried the numbers in my head the way I always had, the open columns running quiet in the background like a second conversation.

	"Smells good," he said.

	"Pasta," I said.

	"I know."

	He went to the refrigerator and found a beer and came to stand beside me at the stove in the way of a man who had done this exact thing so many times that his body knew the choreography. He didn't crowd me. He didn't step away. The twelve-year calculation of how close to stand, so automatic now that neither of us was making it.

	We ate at the table.

	Beau Hargrove was forty-one years old, patched into Gallows Run before I knew him, VP for the last four years, and what he looked like was exactly what he was: a man who had arrived at his life through a series of deliberate choices and had stopped looking for other options. He was built lean and certain in the way of men who have never suffered from the disease of wondering if they should be something different. I had fallen in love with him when I was twenty-two, which is the age when falling in love feels like discovery rather than decision, and I'd stayed in love with him in the way you stay in a house you chose — settled, familiar, occasionally noticing a draft you'd learned to live around.

	He asked about Gus first. He always started with Gus on days when there'd been noise, because Gus was the bellwether of the whole compound in the way that only someone who'd been there from the beginning could be. I told him about the bearing and the wall and Tuck's strategic retreat behind the Silverado. He laughed the way I liked — not performance, actual, starting somewhere real. His laugh had been one of the first things I'd loved about him and twelve years had not changed the sound of it.

	We talked about Mac being out the night before. About the Friday run. About a thing Birdie had said two weeks ago that had worked its way loose in my memory while I was making dinner and floated back up — nothing consequential, just the small currency of two people who inhabited the same world. He refilled my glass without asking because he knew I'd want it and had stopped thinking it needed to be offered.

	This was what twelve years looked like from the inside. Not the fairy tale of the first year, the one that burns bright and requires tending. This was the banked fire version — lower, steadier, the kind of heat that keeps the cold out without making a production of it.

	We were finishing when he asked.

	"The ledger." He said it the way he said most things — direct, no lead-in. "End of quarter. You done?"

	"Finished before lunch," I said.

	He nodded. Took a long drink of his beer. Looked at the table for a moment, then at somewhere beyond the table, the way he did when he was filing something away.

	"Good," he said.

	He got up and took both plates to the sink and ran the water, and I sat at the table with my wine and listened to the sound of a man washing dishes in a kitchen I'd chosen, in a house I'd made mine, in a town that had become my town because the people in it had become my people.

	I thought nothing of the question.

	Twelve years of quarterly ledgers. Of course he knew the schedule — VP meant tracking the logistics of everything, the same way Slate knew when patrol routes shifted and Mac knew when a run was going to hit weather. The books were part of the infrastructure. Checking on them was reasonable. Normal. The kind of thing a man asked when the quarter was closing and Thursday was two days away.

	I want to be honest about that, because in the months that came after, I would spend a great deal of time running that moment back. Turning it over in my hands the way you turn over a ledger entry that doesn't quite square, looking for what I should have caught. There is nothing there. The question was asked the way he asked everything — direct, no weight on it, nothing in his voice that rang wrong. If something had been wrong, I would have heard it. I was twelve years fluent in Beau Hargrove and I had never been bad at the work.

	What I understand now is that there was nothing to hear because he had built it that way. The question was just one more entry in a ledger I didn't know he was keeping on me. Not the kind of lie you catch in a flinch or an over-explained answer. The kind that sounds exactly like Tuesday night — because he'd made sure it would.

	He came back and sat across from me and we watched something on television we'd seen before and wanted anyway, the way you want familiar things when you're tired. I had my wine. He had his second beer. At some point his hand came to rest on the arm of the couch near mine and at some point after that I fell asleep on my end of it the way I did sometimes, and when I woke up he'd put a blanket over me and gone to bed.

	I lay there for a minute in the quiet of the house, the television off now, the desert outside going its own particular kind of dark, and I thought: this is mine. This is what twelve years of choosing the same thing looks like.

	The club was my home. Beau was the man who had brought me into it.

	For twelve years, those had been the same thought.

	 

	
 

	THREE

	Slate

	—   —   —

	The call came through at seven forty-three on a Friday morning, which was the first wrong thing.

	Church was Thursdays. Had been Thursdays for as long as Cade Mercer had held a patch at Gallows Run, which was going on eight years, and for the years before that under the SAA who'd trained him. The day was not arbitrary — Mac had chosen Thursdays with intention, placing the week's accounting between the Tuesday work days and the weekend operations, giving the club time to absorb decisions before they had to act on them. A Thursday church ran on logic. A Friday church meant something hadn't waited.

	Cade had received the call from Crow, which meant Mac hadn't sent it himself, which meant Mac had delegated the notification, which meant Mac either had other things to manage this morning or had wanted the distance of not being the one to make the calls. He noted this and went back to what he was doing, which was an equipment check in the main lot. He gave himself twenty minutes before heading in. Not from reluctance. From the understanding that arriving first at a difficult church was its own kind of statement, and he didn't intend to make it.

	In those twenty minutes, he watched the yard without appearing to watch it.

	The compound on a normal Friday had a particular quality — the loose end-of-week energy of men either coming off a run or getting ready for one, work in the garage, someone always arguing about something near the bar. This Friday was different. The men moving toward the main building had their shoulders set in a specific way, their voices lower than usual. The kind of low that happened when people were in possession of information they hadn't yet decided how to carry.

	Cade had been SAA of Gallows Run for six years. Before that he'd been a patch for two, and before that a prospect for one, and before that he'd spent four years in a different kind of work that had taught him how to read the behavioral temperature of a space the way other men read weather. He could tell the difference between a club reacting to outside pressure and a club reacting to something internal. Outside pressure made men hard and turned outward. Internal problems made them go quiet and turned inward, the way animals turned away from a wound.

	This morning was the second kind.

	He finished the equipment check. He was making a note in the small logbook he kept in his cut — paper, not digital, always paper — when he saw them.

	Sledge was at the side of the bunkhouse in the shade the building threw at that hour, standing with Rook and Cutter. Two of the newer patches, both eighteen months in, both still in the phase where they were learning which rules were structural and which were negotiable and which were theater. Not bad men. Rook was quick and careful. Cutter was steadier than he looked. Cade had seen them through their prospect year and had no complaint about either one.

	He didn't stop what he was writing. He didn't redirect his focus. He looked at what he was looking at and let his peripheral attention do the rest.

	All three were angled inward — the posture of a closed container, people gathered around a specific piece of information and deciding what to do with it. Sledge was talking. Cutter had his hands in his pockets. Rook had his arms crossed in front of him, which was not his default posture; Rook was a hands-at-his-sides man. The crossed arms meant he was holding something he wasn't sure what to do with.

	Twelve minutes by Cade's count. Then Sledge said something that had the quality of a final statement — the shift in body language of a man closing a chapter — and the other two nodded and they dispersed in separate directions, Rook toward the bar and Cutter toward the garage.

	Sledge walked back across the yard in the direction of the main building. His face, when Cade caught a clean angle on it, had the specific flatness of a man who was managing himself carefully.

	Cade noted the meeting, the duration, the body language of each participant, the flatness of Sledge's exit expression, and the fact that this had occurred forty minutes before a non-standard Friday church. He assigned it no category yet. Context was everything, and he didn't have enough of it.

	He put the logbook away and went to church.

	The table was full when he took his seat. Mac at the head, Sledge to his right, the seven full patches in their chairs, Tuck at the door in the prospect's corner. Cade took his chair at Mac's left — the SAA's position, from which he could see the door and every face at the table simultaneously.

	He noticed before Mac spoke that several men had already acquired a stillness that was not the stillness of men waiting for news. It was the stillness of men who'd already received some version of it. Rook. Cutter. Dex, who'd been a full patch for nine years and who had the tell of someone managing a known quantity rather than processing an unknown.

	Not most of the table. But enough.

	Mac opened church without preamble. He always opened church without preamble. Twenty years of presiding had stripped ceremony out of him and left only function.

	"We've got a rat," he said.

	What followed was not silence so much as a held breath — the kind that happens when a truth that has been building underground finally reaches the surface. A few faces showed genuine shock. A few showed the particular sick expression of men who had suspected something was wrong and were now receiving confirmation.

	Cade watched all of it and showed none of his own response.

	"Evidence was brought to me two days ago," Mac said. "I've had it verified independently. I'm putting it in front of you now." He pushed the folder to the center of the table.

	It went around. Cade waited for his turn.

	Phone logs first. Calls placed from a burner number to a federal handler — a number that had been confirmed as connected to an ongoing investigation by means Cade noted without endorsing. The timing corresponded to two operations that had taken damage in the last six months: the supply run in April that had been intercepted at a checkpoint outside Elko, and a meeting in June where federal agents had materialized twenty minutes in. Both times the club had attributed the damage to operational noise. Both times they had been wrong.

	The logs were real. The timing was real. He looked at them carefully and moved on.

	The ledger entries were at the back of the folder.

	He knew Quinn Holloway's handwriting the way he knew the handwriting of any document he'd handled repeatedly over eight years. She produced every financial record the club maintained — expense reports, equipment invoices, supply logs, the quarterly reports that Mac reviewed every Thursday — and her hand was consistent enough to be distinctive: left-leaning, compact, with the particular precision of someone who had learned to write for accuracy before she learned to write for appearance.

	The entries in the folder were in her handwriting.

	He looked at them for a long time — longer than the man beside him was comfortable with, based on the slight shift of weight in that direction. He didn't move.

	He was looking at the dates.

	The dates ran in sequence across the eleven-week period in question. Not clustered, not gapped — sequential, spread with an evenness that looked careful. Like someone had been systematic about it.

	The problem was that Quinn Holloway was not systematic in that particular way. She was systematic in the way of a woman who worked in real time: her entries clustered around run dates and supply deliveries, compressed in the busy weeks and sparse in the quiet ones, the natural uneven rhythm of work being done as it happened rather than entered in retrospect. He had been looking at her quarterly reports for eight years. He knew the rhythm.

	These entries didn't have her rhythm. They had the rhythm of entries made in a single session and distributed backward.

	He sat with this observation for the length of time it took the folder to reach Mac again, which was three more minutes, and said nothing.

	Mac called the vote. The ayes came around the table. Slate waited, registered each voice, its quality, its speed. He noted that Sledge voted first — not unusual, VP had the first say after the president — and noted the specific quality of the delivery. No hesitation. No performance. Just done. The way you say something you've been saying in your own head long enough that the saying of it aloud feels like releasing it rather than stating it.

	Thirteen ayes. One abstained — Gus, who Cade filed separately, because Gus August Riley did not abstain from things without a reason and his reasons were generally worth knowing.

	"Sentence is passed," Mac said. "Standard enforcement."

	He looked at the table. He looked at his hands on the table. He thought about the dates in the entries, the evenness of the spacing, the way real work didn't look like that and forged work often did.

	He said nothing.

	The chairs pushed back. Men filed out. Cade stayed seated for a moment after the others had gone, looking at the door.

	He had a methodology. He'd built it over years, in this life and before it, and the methodology said: a thing that doesn't fit is a thing worth sitting with before you do anything about it. Not because the thing that doesn't fit will necessarily change your conclusion. But because a conclusion built on incomplete inventory was worse than no conclusion at all.

	The entries.

	He got up and walked outside.

	Across the yard, beyond the clubhouse, Quinn Holloway was standing near the equipment shed in the position of a woman who had made a decision about where to wait and was executing it. She wasn't looking at the clubhouse doors. She was looking at the ground in front of her, which was the position of a woman who had decided not to look at the thing she was waiting for because looking would not make it arrive sooner and might make the waiting harder.

	He knew she'd be told. That was the procedure: sentence first, notification
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