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“Drama always happens in bars, but back in the day, speakeasys tended to invoke a different breed of crazy.”




-Marsena Shane





























This book is dedicated to my ex who thought he was a canary.
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​Chapter 1 
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Pinecone, Kentucky

1924 

The scent of Pinecone in the morning was less an aroma and more a physical weight, a thick, sulfurous blanket of coal smoke that settled into the lungs like silt at the bottom of a riverbed. Lyla Ann Byrn woke to it as she always did, the grey light of 1924 creeping through the cracked windowpane to illuminate the dancing dust particles that never truly settled. 

She swung her legs out of bed, her feet meeting the cold, bare floorboards with a wince. The house felt smaller today, or perhaps she was just becoming too large for the narrow life Pinecone offered. In the kitchen, the iron stove was a cold, stubborn beast that required a coaxing hand. Lyla moved with a practiced, weary efficiency, stoking the embers and setting a pot of water to boil. There was enough cornmeal for a thin mush, a meager breakfast that felt like an insult to the hunger she knew was coming.

Larken appeared in the doorway, his wire-thin frame vibrating with an energy that Lyla found deeply unsettling. He was seventeen, but his eyes held the restless, jagged fire of a man who had already decided the world owed him a debt it would never pay. He adjusted his flat cap, pulling it low over his brow, his fingers twitching against the fabric of his oversized trousers.

“You’re out early,” Lyla said, her voice raspy from the morning damp. She stirred the pot, the steam rising to dampen her auburn hair. “The papers don’t deliver themselves until six, and it’s barely five.”

“I got a lead, Lyla,” Larken replied, his voice a fast-talking hum of excitement. “A real swell way to get us out of this dump. Something big.”

“Your leads usually end with a bloody nose or a visit from the sheriff,” she countered, her emerald eyes narrowing. “Sit and eat. You look like a stray cat that’s been chased through a brier patch.”

Larken didn’t sit. He hovered, his gaze darting toward the door. “You’re always squawking, Lyla! I ain’t gonna be no butcher like Pop, rotting in the blood and guts for pennies. There’s money in this town if you know where to look.”

He vanished before she could offer a retort, the back door slamming with a violence that made the tin cups on the table rattle. Lyla stood in the silence, the cornmeal bubbling lazily. She felt the familiar, crushing weight of her family’s slow-motion disaster, a tragedy written in missed meals and stolen glances. She reached into the pocket of her apron, her fingers brushing the tattered cover of Wuthering Heights. It was her only luxury, a paper-and-ink escape from the soot-stained reality of Kentucky. She imagined Catherine on the moors, a woman who at least had the dignity of a grand, sweeping misery, rather than the petty, grinding poverty of a coal town.

By the time she stepped onto Pinecone’s Main Street, the sun was a pale, sickly disc struggling against the haze. The town was waking up, a chorus of hacking coughs and the clatter of boots on the sidewalk. As she passed the general store, a group of local loafers—men who seemed to have been carved out of the very benches they sat upon—watched her approach with predatory interest. They were the sort of men who smelled of stale tobacco and unwashed resentment.

“Look at that,” one of them drawled, his voice a gravelly sneer. “The Byrn girl’s heading to the gin mill. You got a fresh dress for the miners, Lyla? Or do you just let ‘em peel the old one off?”

“A bar whore with a book,” another laughed, spitting a brown stream of tobacco juice near her feet. “What’s the matter, doll? Running out of ways to sell what’s under your skirts?”

Lyla didn’t break her stride. She tightened her grip on her book and turned her head just enough to catch the first speaker’s eye. “It is a pity, Joseph, that your vocabulary is as impoverished as your character. If you spent half as much time working as you do contemplating the contents of my laundry, perhaps your wife wouldn’t have to take in washing to keep you in rye.”

The men blinked, the sharp, multi-syllabic sting of her words leaving them momentarily adrift. By the time they realized they had been insulted, she was already half a block away, her heart hammering a frantic rhythm against her ribs. She hated them, not just for the words, but for the way they looked at her—as if she were a piece of fruit beginning to rot on the vine.

Her route took her past the slaughterhouse, a sprawling, corrugated metal monstrosity that bled a metallic, iron tang into the morning air. The low, mournful moans of the livestock drifted over the fence, a sound of doomed resignation that mirrored the faces of the men who worked there. Lyla stepped into the damp, shadowed interior, her boots clicking on the concrete floor where the blood of the morning’s first kill was already being hosed toward the drains.

She found Harlan, her father, in a corner, tucked behind a stack of wooden crates. He wasn’t at his station. Instead, he was hunched over a small, battery-operated radio, his head bowed as if in prayer. The distorted voice of an announcer was reading out the early odds for the Kentucky Derby. Harlan’s hands, permanently stained a dark, bruised red from decades of butchery, were shaking.

“Dad,” she said softly. “I brought you a clean rag. The one you took this morning was filthy.”

Harlan jumped, his face a map of deep, weary wrinkles. He looked up at her, and the shame in his eyes was so palpable it felt like a physical blow. He didn’t look like the man who had once carried her on his shoulders; he looked like a ghost inhabiting a ruin.

“Lyla,” he mumbled, his voice gravelly. “I didn’t mean for it to go this way. Just one more race, I thought...just one more and I’d put things right. Your mother, she’d have known what to do.”

“Mom isn’t here, Dad. And the grocery money is gone, isn’t it?”

He didn’t answer, which was an answer in itself. He looked down at his boots, his slump deepening. “You got a nickel, Lyla? Just a nickel? The odds on ‘Northern Star’ are shifting, and I feel it in my bones. One win, and we’re clear.”

“I don’t have a nickel, Dad. I don’t even have the promise of one.” She handed him the rag, her chest aching with a mixture of pity and a cold, simmering rage. She turned and walked out before he could ask again, the sound of the radio following her like a taunt.

***
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The speakeasy was located in the basement of a nondescript building near the edge of the mining district. As she approached the heavy wooden door, she saw a new miner leaning against the brickwork. He was covered in so much soot he looked like a shadow that had gained three dimensions, his face a mask of black dust that only served to highlight the startling intensity of his gaze. He wasn’t looking at the door, or at the street. He was staring at a small, brass-caged canary perched on a crate beside him.

The bird was fluttering nervously, its yellow feathers a vibrant, impossible contrast to the grey surroundings. The miner’s gaze was so fixed, so unmoving, that for a moment Lyla felt a shiver of something that wasn’t quite fear but was certainly a cousin to it. It was as if he were holding a conversation with the creature, a silent exchange that transcended the noise of the town.

As she passed, the man’s head turned with a sudden, fluid grace. His eyes were a dark, unearthly amber, and as they met hers, Lyla felt a strange, jarring sensation in the back of her mind—a flicker of an image, the smell of ozone and the feeling of falling. It lasted only a second, a brief glitch in the fabric of the morning. He didn’t speak, but his gaze lingered on her with a weight that felt like a question she didn’t know how to answer. She hurried inside, the heavy door thudding shut behind her, leaving the soot-covered stranger and his bird in the gathering light of a day that promised nothing but more of the same.
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Chapter 2 
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No One Speaks Easy Here

The air inside of the speakeasy was a thick, suffocating soup of illegal rye, stale tobacco smoke, and the unwashed desperation of men who spent twelve hours a day swallowing coal dust. It was a subterranean purgatory where the only light came from flickering amber bulbs that seemed to struggle against the gloom. Lyla Ann Byrn moved through the haze with a tray of chipped glasses, her face a mask of practiced indifference. She was a ghost in a floral dress, weaving between tables where the miners huddled like damp shadows, their voices a low, rhythmic drone that mimicked the machinery of the pits. Above them, the floorboards creaked under the weight of the legitimate world, but down here, time was measured in half-pints and the slow, agonizing burn of rotgut whiskey.

Agatha stood behind the scarred mahogany bar, her iron-gray hair pulled back so tightly it seemed to stretch the skin of her forehead into a permanent snarl. She was a woman who had long ago traded her soul for a steady supply of gin and a husband who treated her like a piece of depreciating equipment. Her eyes, sharp as a hawk’s and twice as cold, followed Lyla’s every movement. When Lyla returned to the bar, Agatha leaned over, the smell of sour mash and resentment clinging to her like a second skin. She shoved a stack of damp towels toward Lyla, her voice a raspy whisper that cut through the room’s low hum.

“Stop daydreaming about your tattered books and get these tables cleared, Byrn,” Agatha hissed, her fingers gripping the edge of the wood until her knuckles turned the color of old bone. “You’re here to work, not to stand about looking like a tragic heroine. If I see you slowing down again, I’ll dock your pay for the week and see how your gambler father likes eating his own boots for dinner.”

Lyla didn’t respond. She had learned long ago that words were wasted on a woman whose heart had curdled. She simply took the towels and turned back toward the floor, her emerald eyes catching a movement at the entrance. The heavy wooden door swung open, and the room went suddenly, violently quiet. It was as if the air itself had been sucked out of the basement, replaced by the heavy, cloying scent of expensive Cuban cigars and the oily promise of trouble.

Sly Simon entered with a predatory elegance that made the miners look like the beasts of burden they were. He wore a pinstripe suit that was too sharp for Pinecone, his dark hair slicked back with enough pomade to catch the dim light. He moved with the confidence of a man who owned the ground he walked on and the people who stood upon it. Behind him, two thugs stood like boulders in the doorway, their hands tucked into the pockets of their heavy overcoats. Simon’s gaze swept the
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