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​PROLOGUE: THE GAVEL
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Nineteen years ago.

The war ended on a Tuesday, in the rain, with eleven of us standing and one of us kneeling.

I was nineteen. I had been patched for eight months, which tells you everything about how the war was going, because Ironjaw did not patch teenagers in peacetime. The club patched me because the Gallows had put four brothers in the ground that spring and the charter said a vote needed voters. I got my top rocker the same week I got my first funeral suit. Ruthie hemmed the trousers at her kitchen table and didn't say a word the whole time, and that was how I learned what club grief sounded like. It sounded like a sewing machine at two in the morning.

The clearing sat above the Run, a flat shelf of ground the loggers had skipped because the granite came up through the soil there and wasn't worth the saw blades. You could see the whole valley from it. Copper Vale's lights, the river, the county road running east toward everything we were at war with. The old man had picked it for the graves back in April, when we needed graves faster than we could dig them. By that Tuesday there were nine markers on the shelf and room for more, and the rain came down on all of it without any opinion.

Earl Meek sat against the big granite outcrop with his cut still on and three rounds in him that were never coming out.

Everyone called him Anvil, and the name fit the way road names do when they're earned instead of picked. He'd founded the club with six other wolves back when I was a rumor in my grandmother's bloodline, wrote the charter longhand, and spent forty years enforcing it on animals who would have eaten the world without it. He was the President. He was the alpha. He was dying against a rock in the rain because the Gallows had learned to lace their ammunition with wolfsbane, and wolfsbane in a wound turns a shifter's healing off like a switch. A human with those wounds had maybe a day. Anvil had less, because he'd refused to lie down for six hours while we finished it.

We had finished it. The Gallows were broken, running east with half their patches dead or gone, and the treaty that would hold for nineteen years was already being spoken about in the low voices men use when they're too tired to hate.

That left the other thing.

Spade knelt in the mud at the center of the clearing with his hands zip-tied behind him and his cut already gone. Wire had taken it off him at the clubhouse, folded it, and put it in a saddlebag, and Spade had watched him do it the way a man watches his own arm come off. That was the worst part, people always think the worst part is the end and it isn't. The worst part was the folding.

His name was Ray Colter. He'd been Ironjaw for eleven years. He was the one who taught me to ride when I was fifteen and too stupid to be scared of anything, who ran me up and down the club road on his old shovelhead until my clutch hand stopped thinking. He used to keep butterscotch candies in his cut for Kiln's boys. I want that in the record, whatever the record is. He was a good hand and a warm man and he did the thing he did anyway, and men we loved were dead because of it, and the night before, in church, with the rain starting on the roof, the club had voted.

I won't put down here what he did. It comes out later, all of it, and it should come out from someone who earned the telling. It's enough to say the charter names three offenses a wolf can't come back from, and he'd committed the first one, and there were fresh markers on the shelf because of it, and two of them were young.

The vote was unanimous. Even mine. He looked at me when I said it, and he nodded, like I'd gotten a hard question right.

Anvil called me over around midnight.

The rain had thinned to the kind that doesn't fall so much as hang. Wire stood off at the tree line with the others, all of them soaked, nobody willing to be anywhere else. Doc Adair had come up from town in his truck and done what could be done, which was morphine and company. He sat on his heels beside the old man with a vet's bag open in the mud and forty years of the club's secrets sitting easy on him, and when Anvil waved him back, he went without argument. Adair knew when medicine was finished.

"James." The old man's voice had gravel in it that hadn't been there in the morning. "Come down here where I don't have to shout."

I crouched. Up close he smelled like blood and wet leather and the bitter green stink of the wolfsbane working through him, and under all of it, faint, the pack smell that meant home. His wolf was dying quieter than the man. I could feel it, the way you feel a fire going out in the next room.

"The club voted a sentence," he said. "Sentence needs carrying out."

"Wire's senior."

"Wire's senior." He coughed, and it cost him. "And Wire would do it clean and carry it fine, and it would teach him nothing he doesn't already know. You're the one it has to be."

"Why."

He looked at me a long time. Rain sat in the creases of his face and didn't move.

"Because your wolf could take this whole club apart in ten years and there's not a man on that tree line who doesn't know it," he said. "Strongest alpha blood we've had since the founding, in a nineteen-year-old with a temper. That's what you are, son. That's not a compliment, it's a weather report." He shifted against the rock and his breath went ragged and came back. "The charter is the only thing standing between wolves and what wolves do. You're going to hold the gavel someday. Sooner than anyone wanted. And before you hold it, you're going to know exactly what it weighs. Not watch. Know. In your hand."

"And if I won't?"

"Then you're smarter than I was at your age and the club dies of it anyway, just slower." He said it without heat. "The Gallows started as a charter club, did you know that? Twenty-two years ago they had church and votes and old ladies at the picnic. Then their alpha decided the law applied to everyone under him and not to him, and the men who could have stopped it early didn't, because he was strong and they loved him. Look east, James. That's the other road. It's always right there."

The wolf in me had been pacing all night, worked up from the fighting, and it went still while the old man talked. Not calm. Attentive. The animal understood rank and death and it understood something was being decided about both.

"After," Anvil said, "you'll take the gavel."

"Wire."

"Wire will second you and thank God it isn't him, and in twenty years he'll still be the best VP a President ever had. The wolves already know whose club this is going to be. Wolves always know before men do." His hand came up off his thigh, and it took him three tries, and he gripped my cut at the collar and pulled me close enough to smell the morphine on his breath. "One promise. That's the price of it. You listening?"

"Yes."

"The vote binds the alpha. Always. Every time. No exceptions, not in war, not for blood, not for love, not once, not ever. The day you sit in that chair and the club votes against what you want and you obey, that's the day this club is real. And the day you don't, we're the Gallows in ten years and everything on this hillside was for nothing." His grip was going but his eyes weren't. "Say it back."

"The vote binds the alpha."

"Again."

"The vote binds the alpha. Always."

He let go of my collar and sat back against the granite, and something in him settled, like a load shifting to the middle of a truck bed.

"Good," he said. "Now go do the worst thing you'll ever do, and come back, and I'll give you the second worst."

The club formed up without being told. That's a thing about wolves in a body of men, the choreography is already in the blood. They made a loose half circle in the rain with Spade at the middle of it, and Wire brought me the pistol, a plain .45 with the serial gone, and his face while he handed it over was a door somebody had closed carefully so it wouldn't slam.

Spade watched me come. The rain had plastered his gray hair to his skull and he looked older than he'd ever looked and also, somehow, relieved, and I have spent nineteen years deciding not to think about that.

"They picked you," he said. Nothing in it. Just confirming the weather.

"Yeah."

"Old man's smarter than a bear trap." He rolled his shoulders back and straightened his spine, kneeling there in the mud, and got himself square. "Two things, Jamie. You listening?"

The club used my given name for four more hours that night, and he was the second to last man who ever did.

"First. What I did, I did. The vote was right. Don't you carry one ounce of this down off this hill, it's mine and I'm taking it with me." His voice stayed level. He'd had all day to get it level and he'd spent the time well. "Second. Do it as a man. Don't let them tell you the wolf should do it because it's cleaner. It isn't cleaner, it's just easier to forget, and this club doesn't get to forget things. That's what the graves are for. Charter says we live as men. Then this is how we do this, too."

The wolf wanted his throat. I'll put that down plainly, because this whole account is worthless if I lie in it. The animal in me wanted it the old way, teeth and rank and blood in the mouth, done in three seconds without a single human thought getting in the road. It would have been easier. He was right about that. It was always going to be right, forever, about everything being easier for the wolf.

I thumbed the safety off as a man.

"Anything you want said?" I asked. "After."

He thought about it. Rain ran off his chin.

"Tell Kiln's boys' mother I'm sorry," he said. "Not for the club. Just from me to her. And tell Ruthie the coffee was the best part of eleven good years."

"Okay."

"Okay," he said, and looked past me at the tree line, at all of them standing there getting rained on for him, and something moved through his face that I was too young to read then and can read now. It was gratitude. They'd come to watch it done right. Nobody had let him be alone with it.

He turned his eyes back to me and there was nothing left in them to settle.

"Go on, son," Ray Colter said.

I did it as a man.

Anvil died before three.

He held on long enough to hear it done, and then long enough for Wire and Kiln to carry him a folding chair from the trucks so he could sit up like a President instead of lying in the mud like a casualty. The gavel came out of his saddlebag wrapped in a shop rag. His hands didn't work well enough by then to unwrap it, so I did that part, and when I put it in his grip he left his own blood on the handle, and he pressed it back into mine with the blood still wet.

"Charter's in the safe. Ruthie has the combination and better sense than all of you." Each sentence cost him a breath he didn't have on hand. "Treaty terms are in Wire's head. Trust Kiln with the worst jobs, he needs them, God help him, especially now. And the vote."

"Binds the alpha," I said. "Always."

"Always," he said, and the word had almost no air under it, and those were the last of his instructions, though he lived another hour and spent it looking at the valley.

I dug Spade's grave myself, at the end of the row, while the club stood the old man's vigil twenty feet away. Nobody offered to help and nobody had to be told not to. The ground fought me the whole way down, granite and root and cold mud to the elbows, and the rain quit somewhere in the middle of it and I didn't notice for an hour. My wolf lay down inside me around dawn, heavy and silent, the way a dog lies down on a grave, and that was the morning I understood the animal and I were going to spend our lives having exactly one argument in a thousand different rooms.

They'd started calling me Remus by the end of the week. My mother had put the name on me at birth, the wolf twin, the one the animals raised, and the club took it up the way clubs do, half honor and half joke, and then the joke part wore off and it was just my name, and James Holt became a man I kept in a drawer with the mortgage papers.

We buried two men on that shelf inside of a day, the best of us and the worst of us, and the lesson of the clearing was that the same law had to hold them both or it held nothing.

I kept the promise for nineteen years. I kept it through three treaty scares and one bad winter, through the year the county sent a new sheriff with ambitions and the year the timber lease almost broke us, through every full moon that thinned me down to appetite and every church vote that went against my judgment, and there were plenty, because a President who never gets outvoted is running a different kind of club. I kept it when it was easy and I kept it when it cost, and I told myself, all nineteen years, that the promise and I had already survived the worst it would ever ask.

Then two of my brothers carried me into a converted feed store on the edge of town with wolfsbane shutting my blood down, and a woman I'd never met cut me open on a steel table and refused, for three hours, to let the law of nature have its way.

I kept the promise for nineteen years. Then she put her hands inside me, and I started looking for a way around it.
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​CHAPTER 1: LOCKED FROM THE INSIDE 
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The night the Ironjaw Motorcycle Club came to my door, I was eleven hundred dollars overdrawn and elbow-deep in a heifer named Butterscotch, so I want it understood from the start that I was not some fragile thing waiting for excitement to find me. I had excitement. My excitement was breech.

"Other hoof, come on, give me the other hoof," I said, cheek pressed against a rear end the size of a dishwasher, while Harlan Pruitt held the tail out of my face and offered commentary.

"Doc Adair used to talk to them in Norwegian."

"Doc Adair was Norwegian. I'm from Spokane. She gets English." I found the second hoof folded back against the calf's shoulder, hooked it forward on the next relaxation, and got the chains set. "Okay. When she pushes, we pull. Not before."

The calf came at 9:40 p.m., a bull calf, alive, indignant about all of it. Butterscotch turned around and started licking him like the whole evening had been her idea. Harlan paid me sixty dollars of the two hundred he owed and made up the difference with a dozen eggs and an apology, and I took the eggs, because it was March in Copper Vale, Montana, and eggs were liquid assets.

That was the whole shape of my life, ten months in. I'd bought a dead man's practice in a town I'd never heard of, sight unseen except for photos the estate lawyer took with a phone from two phones ago. Forty minutes from the nearest hospital, ninety from the nearest anything else. The clinic was a feed store before Doc Adair converted it in the eighties, and it still had the bones of one: high ceilings, a loading dock out back, a rolling barn door I'd reinforced and never once rolled open. The estate sale included the building, the equipment, the client list, four thousand dollars of expired inventory I'd had to eat, and a fourteen-year-old shepherd mix named Denny who came with the property like a lien.

Nobody warned me about Denny until the closing was done. The lawyer just handed me a leash with a dog on the end of it and said Adair's will had a paragraph about him. The paragraph said Denny stayed with the practice. It also said, and I have this framed in the break room, the dog is to receive steak on the first Friday of the month, funded from clinic revenue, and this provision is not negotiable in lean times. So Denny had a budget line. Denny's steak budget survived three months my own groceries didn't.

People asked me, carefully, at the diner and the feed co-op and the one bar, why a thirty-year-old surgeon-tracked vet from a Seattle specialty hospital moved alone to a town of nine hundred. I gave them the short version, which was true: my fiancé and I had owned a practice together, and then he owned it, and the details were boring. The long version had a signature on it
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