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            To everyone brave enough to start over in a new place.

            May you be as happy as Britt and J.T.
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            Chapter 1


         
         You could turn over any given rock and find a more appealing collection of organisms than the folks gathered in the Plugged
            Nickel tonight, Eli thought.
         

         
         Or to put it another way, it was a pretty typical night at the Plugged Nickel.

         
         Of course, they all looked as innocent as a black velvet painting of dogs playing poker. If he possessed X-ray vision, he
            knew he’d see the odd unregistered firearm strapped to a back, knives shoved into boots, drugs safely hidden in butt cracks
            or rushing through the pipes in the men’s room. Much like actual dogs, they seemed to have heightened senses, at least for
            when the law was about to show up.
         

         
         He hovered just inside the doorway and listened: Clink, hiss, slam, crash. The clink and hiss of bottle caps being yanked off, the bottles slammed on the bar for the customers, the empties hurled
            with gleeful violence into a big recycling bin. The mixed drinks here were strong, cheap, and careless—you could order the
            same one again and again, and it would never taste the same twice. The music was usually loud enough to vibrate the molars
            clean out of your mouth.
         

         
         He hadn’t been inside the place for several months. Carl, the Plugged Nickel’s owner and bartender, had been uncharacteristically
            circumspect on the phone about why he might need Eli tonight. The Plugged Nickel generally didn’t invite the law to visit,
            which its customers appreciated.
         

         
         “Well, there was an argument between four guys. And now there’s a poker game going on, Eli.”

         
         “. . . And?” Eli could afford to be patient. Nothing was happening in Hellcat Canyon tonight. It was Tuesday, though bingo
            could get pretty cutthroat at the town hall, thanks to the rivalry between Elysian Acres and Heavenly Shores Mobile Estates.
            Given his clientele, Carl usually liked to police them himself, though a surprise visit from a deputy now and again kept them
            all from relaxing completely.
         

         
         Carl cleared his throat. “. . . And I think the prize is a woman.”

         
         Eli frowned. Nothing made ugliness go down faster than a drunken fight over a woman. Especially in a place like the Plugged
            Nickel, which in its storied history had primarily distinguished itself as a haven for people who had nothing to lose.
         

         
         “Guess I can pay you a visit,” he’d told Carl, dryly.

         
         He took a step deeper in and paused and leaned against the wall, getting the lay of the place. The Wall. That had been Eli’s
            nickname in high school. Because he was big and quiet and you couldn’t get anything or anyone past him on the football field.
            It had its advantages: it was how he’d honed a gift for swiftly noticing things—physical details and emotional nuances and
            minute anomalies, where Waldo was on a page or the perfect split-second gap on a football field to hurl a ball through to
            the receiver or how Glory Greenleaf’s lashes were a sort of mahogany color at the very tips, where the sun got to them. His
            powers of observation were probably in his DNA. His dad had been a cop, too, and they kind of came with the territory. But
            life’s vicissitudes had honed them.
         

         
         He scanned the customers, mostly men, gathered at the scarred wood tables, and his eyes lingered on four guys seated at a
            table against the wall, heads close together. He knew three of them by name and reputation; the fourth was a stranger. Tension
            practically rose from them like steam.
         

         
         And then he saw the real danger—in more ways than one—standing behind the bar.

         
         His heart flipped over hard.

         
         What the hell was Glory doing here?
         

         
         He had a hunch this was why Carl had called him.

         
         Her sheet of straight black hair was thrown carelessly over one shoulder; her chin was propped in her hands. Her soft old
            jeans molded the unmistakable curve of her behind. Her expression was complicated. A little amused. A little sad. A little
            wicked. A jaded, wistful quirk at the corner of her mouth, which, he knew, was where a dimple lurked. As if she’d set something
            in motion, an experiment, and hadn’t abandoned all hope of being surprised, but she wasn’t holding her breath.
         

         
         Either she hadn’t yet seen him or she was deliberately ignoring him.

         
         His money was on the latter. Given she’d managed to do that for going on nearly a year now.

         
         So while he practically sprained his neck with the effort required to keep his eyes aimed at those men and not at her, he
            was conscious of the other customers shifting and rustling, either turning or straining not to turn to look at him as he wound
            his way through to the four men. His presence had the kind of weight that disturbed the atmosphere.
         

         
         He paused next to the poker players.

         
         The card players slowly, simultaneously leaned back in their chairs and put their cards down. Clearly someone with a badge
            had told them more than once to keep their hands where he could see them and it was a reflex now.
         

         
         The guy Eli had never seen before kept a grip on his cards and looked up at him.

         
         It was a long way up. Eli towered.

         
         This guy had sulky lips and movie-star cheekbones and a narrow white scar running from his cheekbone to his chin. But he was
            aging fast in a way that Eli recognized. It came from a hard life of doing bad things. He was wearing a leather vest, which
            struck Eli as frivolous, maybe even a little vain. Jeans, t-shirt, a gun, boots—what more did a guy need before he left the
            house in the morning?
         

         
         “Evening Dale. Hey, Boomer. How’s parole treating you?”

         
         “Can’t complain, Deputy,” Boomer Clark said, polite as a boy scout. He was a blocky guy, a little dim, good-looking in a forgettable
            way, and an unpredictable drunk whose first impulse was to shed what he apparently viewed as the terrible burden of wearing
            clothes. Eli had once been compelled to pin a naked Boomer to the sidewalk on Jamboree Street and cuff him, which hadn’t been
            easy since Boomer had been a wrestling champ in school. It was an intimacy Eli hoped never to repeat. Even if an audience
            had gathered and clapped at the conclusion, and the Hellcat Canyon Chronicle had printed a photo of the excitement, in which Eli looked triumphant if a trifle queasy and they’d pixelated Boomer’s penis.
         

         
         “Put in a garden this year, Eli,” Dale Dawber volunteered. “Got some squash, beans, artichokes. If you need tomatoes, I’ve
            got ’em coming out of my ears. Even built a trellis to train them. Working on building a greenhouse. For the tomatoes,” he
            hurriedly added.
         

         
         “Good to hear your green thumb isn’t going to waste.”

         
         Dale had produced a nice little crop of marijuana some time back. Law enforcement took issue, and Dale did some time.

         
         “Heh.” Dale smiled at that. Albeit a little cautiously.

         
         “Ramon,” Eli continued evenly. “How are things?”

         
         Ramon Barros had gone to high school with Eli, and he knew Jonah. He said nothing. Ever since the thing with Eli had gone
            down, Ramon wouldn’t say a damn word to Eli if he could avoid it. He did nod, though. He didn’t have enough nerve to freeze
            him out completely.
         

         
         A brief taut silence was interrupted by The Black Crows bursting out of the speakers. One of which was buzzing and was due
            to blow soon, Eli reckoned. Speakers didn’t have a long tenure here at the Plugged Nickel.
         

         
         “We haven’t met.” Eli turned to Leather Vest.

         
         The guy stared at him. “Ezekiel.”

         
         Oh, brother. If his real name was actually Ezekiel, Eli would eat one of the pickled eggs that had sat on the bar since it
            opened in 1975.
         

         
         “Your mama give you that biblical name in the hopes that you’d behave yourself?”

         
         “Ha.” Ezekiel’s eyes were so dark it was hard to know where the pupil ended and the iris began.

         
         The no-blinking thing was boring. For about a thousand reasons, Eli couldn’t be intimidated.

         
         “You all know you can’t be betting in here, right?” Eli said it almost gently.

         
         Not one of them was fooled by that tone.

         
         They’d seen what Eli had done to Jonah Greenleaf, right here in the Plugged Nickel.

         
         They all knew what Eli could do in general.

         
         No one replied.

         
         “Not playing for money. Are we, boys?” Ezekiel, or whatever the hell his name was, was all sly bonhomie.

         
         The other three guys looked every which way except at Ezekiel, Eli, or Glory. Who, Eli was certain, was watching all of this
            raptly.
         

         
         Eli hovered over them a moment longer, like a threatening weather system that could break any second.

         
         “Well, I’ll let you get back to your game. Now that I’m sure you’re not betting. The Misty Cat Cavern might be interested
            in buying your extra tomatoes, Dale. The profits might be a little modest compared to your last crop, but what the hey.”
         

         
         “Heh. Thanks for the tip, Deputy,” Dale said with more than a little relief. He seized his cards again.

         
         Finally Eli moved over to the bar.

         
         He leaned with his back against it, rested his elbows on it.

         
         He didn’t look her in the eye. Not yet.

         
         He finally spoke.

         
         “Your TV broke, Glory? You were watching that poker game like it’s Game of Thrones.”
         

         
         For a moment—that moment so like the one after you trip over something and you don’t know whether you’ll be able to break
            your fall—he thought she might keep freezing him out. God knows he’d never known her to do anything by halves.
         

         
         “Watching men act like idiots is about the only thing there is to do on a Tuesday night in Hellcat Canyon,” she finally said.

         
         “I hear knitting is another constructive way to pass the time.”

         
         Anybody strolling by would have thought this was a perfectly innocuous conversation.

         
         But Eli’s first memory of Glory Greenleaf was a blur and a splash: she’d hurtled past Eli and her brother Jonah on her plump
            five-year-old legs and thrown herself right into the swimming hole at Whiskey Creek just so she could say she’d done it first,
            just to impress her older brother and his friend, and just because it was something she hadn’t yet done.
         

         
         Glory didn’t sit still for much, unless it was to play her guitar. Knitting would send her around the bend.

         
         So that sentence was almost painfully intimate. It contained decades of memories.

         
         And these were the first words they’d exchanged in months.

         
         “Why?” she said finally. “You need a new Christmas sweater, Eli?”

         
         When he was eleven, his aunt had sent him a Christmas sweater featuring three reindeer walking single file. He’d hated it
            until Glory pointed out that it looked like the reindeer were sniffing each other’s butts. And then he’d worn it all the time.
         

         
         Heartened, he finally turned around to look at her.

         
         Damn. It was like spring on the heels of a bad winter, looking into her blue eyes.

         
         She was smiling faintly, too.

         
         “Maybe.” He held her gaze.

         
         Once he had talked to her more easily than almost anyone, Jonah included. But layer upon layer of unspoken things had created
            a nearly tangible barrier between them. Ironically, not unlike the glass that separates a prisoner from a visitor.
         

         
         He suddenly felt just as much a prisoner as Jonah Greenleaf, trapped by his inability to say the words that would shatter
            that invisible barrier. He was trussed in a complicated knot of emotions, all of them volatile, none of them compatible.
         

         
         And it was probably too late to learn eloquence. He’d spent a lifetime letting actions do most of the speaking for him.

         
         Whereas Glory . . . Glory could sing a single word and make it sound like an entire story, full of nuance and ache. And she
            could write a song and then pull you into it when she performed, like it was a whole world unto itself. Eli had football trophies,
            a law degree, a gun, and a badge, but those felt like Muggle achievements compared to what she did, which was alchemy. She
            made it look easy. He knew it wasn’t. Most people thought she was utterly fearless. He knew she wasn’t. They’d grown up together,
            teasing and fighting and playing, but somewhere along the line he knew he’d be happy to just be Sir Walter Raleigh to her
            Queen Elizabeth. The person who laid his metaphorical cloak over mud puddles, making it safe for her to be her dazzling self.
         

         
         He had a hunch it wouldn’t matter. There were probably no right or safe words at the moment, even if he could come up with
            them.
         

         
         Maybe there never would be.

         
         He was proved correct when the faint smile dropped off her face and she turned from him abruptly. “Maybe you can use all that
            free time in your squad car to make yourself a new sweater, Eli. You know, in between getting hardened criminals off the street.”
         

         
         That sentence edged all around in little thorns.

         
         A surge of impatience made his back teeth clamp down.

         
         So be it.

         
         He wasn’t sorry about what he’d done to Jonah. Only that he’d had to do it.

         
         “I just might do that,” he said evenly. “Think I’d be good at it, in fact.”

         
         Once the very idea of Eli with knitting needles would have made her laugh.

         
         Now her expression closed up again and she folded her arms across her chest. Then realized what she was doing and lowered
            them and plucked up a coaster from the bar and twiddled it in her fingers.
         

         
         Her nails were cut short as usual and painted scarlet, and she’d striped them, for some reason, in silver. Glory did a lot
            of things just because. He knew the fingertips of her left hand were callused from holding down the strings on her Martin
            acoustic guitar. They’d probably been tough since she was twelve. Unlike nearly every other member of her family, Glory was
            willing to put up with a little pain in the service of something beautiful.
         

         
         He remembered how those fingertips had felt sliding up the back of his neck in the dark.

         
         The bands of muscle across his stomach tensed to withstand an echo of that shocking pleasure, and everything else that came
            after that.
         

         
         He’d been able to see the stars up through the branches of the pine she stood against before he’d closed his eyes.

         
         She’d closed hers first.

         
         That was the moment he’d realized with epiphanic clarity that even when they’d seemed to be moving in entirely different directions—when
            he was a jock dating the cheerleader who was always on top of the pyramid, and Glory was dating that stoner idiot Mick Macklemore
            who’d had a really enviable GTO . . . even when Eli had left Hellcat Canyon for the police academy and law school and other
            girlfriends and she’d stayed behind working one crap job after another and was still with that dip Mick Macklemore—somehow
            it felt like they were still moving toward each other. If life was essentially a big Rubik’s Cube, then every twist and turn, every meeting and parting, everything
            they’d ever said and done was necessary to get them to that moment at that party outside in the backyard up against that ponderosa
            pine.
         

         
         She’d broken up with her boyfriend. He’d broken up with his girlfriend. He was returning to Hellcat Canyon for good. And she
            was finally leaving Hellcat Canyon for good.
         

         
         Suddenly it was perfectly simple. The risk in making a move that could end their friendship suddenly seemed to evaporate in
            light of the fact that he might be losing her forever. And as they’d talked, they’d moved closer, and closer, and he’d reached
            up to pull a tiny leaf from her hair. That was a signal.
         

         
         She knew it.

         
         And she’d closed her eyes first.

         
         As if she’d been waiting for that moment all along, too.

         
         About two minutes later their tongues were twined and his hands were down the back of her jeans and her hands were up the
            front of his shirt and hot on his skin and they were just about climbing each other when a loud, tipsy cluster of friends
            poured into the backyard.
         

         
         They sprang apart, got swept off into different cliques, and then a half hour later Eli left to work the late shift and he
            couldn’t find her to say good-bye.
         

         
         Two nights later, he’d arrested Jonah Greenleaf for meth transportation about five feet from where they both stood now.

         
         And BAM!

         
         Glory had brought the full force of her stubbornness down, guillotining Eli out of her life.

         
         She wouldn’t return his calls. No one ever answered the door at their house.

         
         She stopped showing up for open mics at the Misty Cat.

         
         And as the months went on, he figured she’d finally left for San Francisco.

         
         He was left to feel like a cut live wire, arcing and sparking. Haunted by that click of the cuffs as his own hands had trapped Jonah’s familiar hands in them and by the expression on Glory’s face when he dragged
            his best friend out of there. She’d been sitting across from Jonah, nursing a beer, because she didn’t drink all that much.
         

         
         But then . . . Eli had popped into the Misty Cat a month ago on an open mic night on a hunch when he was duty. And there she
            was on stage.
         

         
         He’d tried calling her one more time.

         
         No answer.

         
         Fuck it. He knew she was hurt. He knew she was furious.

         
         But so was he, and he had every right to be.

         
         Maybe, in fact, more of a right than she did.

         
         That stiffened his spine. He was here on business, so he might as well get on with it.

         
         “Carl was a little concerned those four gentleman believe they’re playing poker for your . . . let’s get Victorian about it
            and say favors, Glory. Which could get ugly. Know anything about that?”
         

         
         She stopped fidgeting with the coaster. “Huh.” She sounded faintly surprised.

         
         “Where do you suppose they got that notion?”

         
         She shot him a sidelong glance, clearly contemplating hedging. Glory was stubborn as hell, but she also knew his nickname
            was the Wall for more than one reason. There really was no sense in trying to get around him.
         

         
         She heaved a sigh. “Well, it’s like this. They got to arguing over who could buy me a drink . . .”

         
         This was a day in the life for Glory, for the most part. Men arguing over who got to do something for her.

         
         “. . . and for starters, I’m the bar-back tonight. I can’t drink with them when I’m working, even if I wanted to.”

         
         “You’re working here? You’re working here?”
         

         
         He shouldn’t have betrayed any emotion at all.

         
         Her chin went up. She met his eyes coolly. “Have to make a living somehow.”

         
         He only realized he was frowning when her gaze slid away from his.

         
         An unworthy cinder of hope flared hot in him: Had she stayed because of him?

         
         It was both the best thing and the worst thing he could hope for.

         
         “Thought you were leaving town for good, Glory,” he said shortly.

         
         “Thought you were here at the Plugged Nickel on business, Eli,” she countered tersely. “And what I do or don’t do is none
            of your business.”
         

         
         It would have felt like a slap. But he knew her. And he heard the hurt threaded through the anger.

         
         A silent stalemate ensued. Silent, that was, except for the staticky sound of “Iron Man” attempting to battle its way out
            of a fried speaker.
         

         
         “Okay,” he said evenly. “Did you tell those gentlemen you couldn’t drink with them when you were on duty?”
         

         
         “Mmm . . . Not in so many words. But I . . . well, I might have asked them to make their case in two sentences or less.”

         
         “Why did you . . . You made them answer essay questions?”
         

         
         God help him, of all the things he ought to be feeling right now, he thought this was pretty damn funny. A bored Glory Greenleaf
            was a dangerous Glory Greenleaf.
         

         
         “I didn’t make them do anything,” she pointed out quite reasonably, with a queenly little gesture of her hand. “Things were a little dull
            in here, and . . .” She shrugged with one shoulder. “I guess I got curious about what they’d say.”
         

         
         He hesitated. “What did they say?” Now he was curious.
         

         
         “Turns out Boomer is a Capricorn who just read a good book about the Lord he wants to tell me about, and he got a cat named
            Daphne to look out for the gophers in his garden. Dale is excited about his succulents and he likes to tinker with vintage
            automobiles, I guess when he’s not stealing them, and he says he’ll take me for a ride in one on the back roads because he
            knows some great views. Ramon’s uncle just kicked and left him a little money he wants to spend on me after he puts a new
            roof on his house.”
         

         
         He took this in, bemused. In truth, these little tidbits about guys he’d known for most of his professional life, usually
            on the adversarial end of it, were kind of touching. But then people had always seemed to want to tell Glory things. They
            laid them down trustingly, like little offerings, at her feet.
         

         
         But only people who had the patience or nerve to let their vision adjust to the sparks she threw off caught glimpses of how
            bone-deep kind she was.
         

         
         He realized he was smiling. All of it was so her and just hearing it made the world feel righter.
         

         
         She dropped her eyes. Funny, even though the lighting in that bar was hardly optimal, he could have sworn she was blushing.

         
         A beat of silence went by.

         
         “What about Leather Vest?”

         
         Her head shot up. “Oh, you mean Cheekbones?” she said breezily, and just like that, Eli’s spine stiffened against a shocking
            rogue wave of black jealousy. “He’s God’s gift, and he told me in all seriousness that I should know from just looking at
            him that he’s the best thing that will ever happen to me and he can show me fifty ways to have a good time, wink, wink. I
            guess he thought bravado would make him stand out a little from the crowd. The knife scar kind of highlights his bone structure,
            wouldn’t you say?”
         

         
         She met his eyes.

         
         Challenging. Curious.

         
         Glory being Glory.

         
         “No,” he said, slowly, to let her know he knew exactly why she’d said it. “That’s not how I’d put it.”

         
         She held his gaze a moment longer, then turned away and rubbed a rag on the bar, which didn’t need cleaning. The surface glowed
            her reflection back at her. That caressing motion made Eli restless.
         

         
         “So . . . I guess it got a little out of hand there for a while,” Glory conceded finally, ruefully.

         
         If Glory had a coat of arms, it would say, “It Got a Little out of Hand There for a While.” And right above that it would
            read, “I Got Curious.”
         

         
         In the middle would be an image of her holding a guitar over her head like Joan of Arc carrying her battle standard to war.
            Because Eli was certain that if the world could hear her sing and play, it would be hers to command.
         

         
         “So what happened after the guys answered your essay questions?”

         
         “I told them they all sounded so fascinating, I didn’t know how a girl could choose, and if they were feeling competitive
            maybe they ought to play a game together. At least now they have an occupation and their hands are full of cards so they aren’t
            arguing.”
         

         
         She sounded like a pre-school teacher who’d just passed out paste and construction paper to unruly toddlers.

         
         “Glory . . . I’m pretty sure they still believe you’re going to be the prize. Whether or not that was your intent.”

         
         She went still.

         
         “Really?”

         
         He almost rolled his eyes. He believed her. She might not be “his business,” but that didn’t mean he didn’t still know her
            really, really well.
         

         
         “Glory, do you remember when you were in the chemistry lab in high school, and you added the wrong chemical to the experiment,
            and it foamed all over and you had to stay after to clean it up and it took all night?”
         

         
         A swift succession of emotions flashed over her face: surprise, wicked amusement, something like yearning. Maybe pain. She
            was realizing, maybe, that he had all the same memories she did, from different angles.
         

         
         “I remember. It’s actually called elephant toothpaste. I added the right chemical . . . if you want it to foam.” Her mouth tipped up at the corner.
         

         
         “Yeah, well, I think Leather Vest is like that little extra chemical in that mundane mix. Except I think he can blow up the
            lab. Don’t play with that guy.”
         

         
         Damn. He shouldn’t have issued it as an order.

         
         She froze. Her face went dark. “You sure love to lay down the law, don’t you, Eli? But you don’t get a say in who I play with.”
         

         
         She shoved away from the bar as if she were pushing him bodily away and, with a flick of her hair over her shoulder, headed
            toward the back of the bar without another word.
         

         
         “Dammit, Glory—”

         
         Heads turned at his raised voice.

         
         Glory was as good at exits as she was at entrances. The eyes of all those men followed the swish of her hips and the sway
            of her hair until she was gone.
         

         
         Hell.

         
         He knew how they felt.

         
         And worse—or better—than that, he knew how she felt. He knew the weight of her whole self from the time he’d grabbed her by the belt loops just in time to keep her from
            skipping out into oncoming traffic when he was nine and she was seven.
         

         
         Or from when he was eighteen and she was sixteen, the weight of her arm, which she’d slid to wrap around him when she’d found
            him outside alone on the day of his father’s funeral, leaning against the back porch railing. His hand a visor over his eyes,
            as if he could hide the world from him and himself from the world. She’d tipped her head against his shoulder; there was no
            way she couldn’t feel him shaking. She didn’t say a word, though. He was everybody’s rock, hers included—his mother’s, his
            sister’s. Everyone knew football heroes didn’t cry.
         

         
         She’d stayed with him until he could draw a steady breath again. And then she’d gone back into the house without a word.

         
         In truth, her weight was no more a burden to him than wings were a burden to a bird.

         
         His instinct right now was to lunge after her and pull her back by the belt loops again.

         
         But she was right: he didn’t have the right to do it. It would have been more of a capture than a rescue. An attempt to hold
            on to something that was doing its damnedest to pull away.
         

         
         For a disorienting moment he felt utterly blank. As if the very laws of physics had changed.

         
         And then he got a grip. Because she was right about another thing: he did love laws. He loved their structure and certainty
            and they were his refuge when life got a little too painful or messy or ambiguous.
         

         
         And for God’s sake, he had his pride. A lot of it. Well-earned.

         
         That’s what got him moving again. So he nodded to Carl, and Carl nodded back, and then Eli nodded once more to the poker players
            and accompanied it with a meaningful glare to drive his point home, and he went back out the way he came and got in his cruiser.
            He radioed his location to Deputy Owen Haggerty and told him everything was fine at the Plugged Nickel, which felt like such
            a lie.
         

         
         Then he pressed his head back against his car seat.

         
         Citizens were in a law-abiding mood tonight. The radio stayed quiet. His thoughts sure weren’t. His stomach seemed to have
            tied itself into a cat’s paw knot, one of the more complicated knots he and Jonah had learned in Boy Scouts. Jonah could get
            out of those. There was no getting out of handcuffs or a jail cell, though.
         

         
         He sighed.

         
         Fuck.

         
         Eli looked out over the inky dark of the hills. The Plugged Nickel was roughly situated between Whiskey Creek and Coyote Creek.
            One was for pissing in, the other for swimming in, his dad had once said. Though he and Jonah had done both in both, grossing
            Glory out thoroughly.
         

         
         It was so dark you’d have to stare for a long time to even make out the shapes of individual trees, though the hillside was
            carpeted with them. Imagining a life without Glory in it was a bit like that. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make
            out its outlines.
         

         
         He breathed in again and swiped his hands down his face.

         
         He’d decided to start his cruiser and back out, drive up Main Street, check on the storefronts, the usual.

         
         Which was why he was faintly surprised to find himself flinging the door open and crunching off over the dirt and gravel into
            the dark, toward the back of the Plugged Nickel, compelled by instinct and by a natural law that superseded all his logic
            and will and training. It was the same compulsion, he guessed, that had driven him to carve a set of initials on the Eternity
            Oak the day after his seventeenth birthday.
         

         
         He wasn’t much for superstition, but that was another moment where the need to do something had outweighed sense. And what
            he’d done then, if you believed local legend, was seal his fate.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2


         
         Glory stormed the length of the Plugged Nickel’s dank rear hall until she got to the back door, which she shoved open as if
            it existed merely to spite her. She stepped out into the bracing slap of the night and let the door swing shut hard behind
            her.
         

         
         That little bite in the air hadn’t been there a week ago; summer was beginning to surrender to fall.

         
         The nerve of time for moving forward when she was stuck here in Hellcat Canyon.
         

         
         She leaned against the wall and closed her eyes and sighed and banged her head lightly against the wall. Once, twice. Her
            heart was going like a kick drum. Damn damn. Damn damn. Damn damn. Like that.
         

         
         Just standing near Eli made her feel like a wire ran from her head to her toes and lit her up until she buzzed and crackled
            like the old neon sign out in front of the Plugged Nickel. The one that was bound to one day set the whole countryside on
            fire unless cheap-ass Carl sprang for a new one.
         

         
         The ironies were many, and they were all a little hard to take.

         
         For instance, wasn’t it funny how a kiss a lifetime in the making could ruin her in moments?

         
         And how every kiss from now on would be a footnote to that one?

         
         Not to mention every man?

         
         It was just her shitty luck that she hated him now.

         
         Growing up, Eli had been . . . like the weather. Part of the texture of all of her days, one of the essential little currents
            that fed every part of her life, the way Coyote Creek nourished all the flora and fauna around here. But there was the Eli
            she’d grown up with, who would never do a thing to hurt her.
         

         
         And then there was the Eli whose face was the deadly intent blank of a stranger’s as he moved toward Jonah that day in the
            Plugged Nickel and . . .
         

         
         She sucked in a sharp breath. Thinking about that day was like driving that narrow mountain road on I-5 up into Oregon at
            night in the pouring rain. You looked straight ahead, not down, not off into that infinite blackness, because you didn’t know
            what it contained and you were better off not knowing.
         

         
         So she didn’t think about that day.

         
         Or about Jonah.

         
         And she hadn’t talked to Eli since. She’d cut him right out.

         
         Life as she’d known it had shattered so hard she could see its innards, see all the little pieces that could never be put
            together in the same way again. And that meant all of her best laid plans had been kind of blown to bits, too.
         

         
         She’d suddenly needed a job again, stat. But she’d had to wheedle Carl into giving her this one, crappy as it was, given that
            she’d inadvertently singed a few bridges on what she’d thought would be her triumphant exit from town.
         

         
         Here she was again, employee of the year, outside marinating in angst. She really wasn’t proud of that. Pride itself was kind
            of a luxury, given her current circumstances, but she had a lot more of that than she did money, and it was the reason she
            wouldn’t tell Eli why she was working here.
         

         
         She wouldn’t have been able to bear his pity.

         
         Eli, who had always been her biggest champion. “Your happiness just contributes to the world’s happiness, Glory,” was how
            he’d put it once. “You have go for it.”
         

         
         She wondered if he was sorry he’d felt her up under that ponderosa pine now, and even now her body hummed, remembering.

         
         She’d been about fourteen years old when she discovered suspended fourths and back-strums, magical ways to make a guitar chord
            sound huge and ethereal. She put them to use right away on a song it seemed she’d been holding inside for ages. She sang it
            to herself now, softly.
         

         
         
            Oh, insecurity

            Obsessed with sex

            Obsessed with purity

            Not the most compatible blend

            Wide awake and wondering

            In what way I’m blundering

            For I sense that I am blundering again

            Then a thought emerges, pulls your name

            Like a banner through my head

            I am comforted

            You are my featherbed

         

         It was a little literal, a little wry, a little melodramatic, wholly heartfelt. She’d called the song “Featherbed.”

         
         She might as well have called it “Eli.”

         
         She stopped singing. Music was like heat on an ache. Or a nice little hit of opium. Writing it, playing it, listening to it
            meant a few minutes of surcease these days. But once the song was over the truth settled right back in and hurt again, and
            she supposed—here was yet another irony—the point of hurting was so music could come into being in the first place.
         

         
         “That’s a pretty song.”

         
         She gave a start.

         
         Oh hell. It was Leather Vest. Who had clearly followed her out the door. And apparently he’d all but tiptoed over here while
            she’d been singing.
         

         
         That didn’t bode well.

         
         “Got a light?” he tried next. When she just stared. He brandished a cigarette.

         
         She’d only called him Cheekbones to make Eli jealous. It had worked, that much was very clear, but there hadn’t been much satisfaction in that. Leather Vest was definitely good-looking, but then, a lot of venomous
            snakes were pretty, too. Growing up in the country meant she could tell the venomous ones from the benign ones. He was the
            former.
         

         
         “I don’t smoke.”

         
         He’d planted himself with what felt like strategy between her and the back door of the Plugged Nickel. In front of them a
            few dozen yards away was an expanse of forest and Whiskey Creek, and over the hill from that was where she’d grown up, right
            now looking black and woolly with trees. Houses and cabins were tucked in there, but not a single light was on. It was going
            on two a.m. After all, even in the Whiskey Creek settlement, people had to sleep—or pass out—sometime.
         

         
         Leather Vest put his cigarette away. “I had four queens.”

         
         “You telling me about your poker hand or what you did last weekend?”

         
         It was a risky joke. But that was the mood she was in.

         
         It took him a second to get it.

         
         “Funny.” He didn’t sound amused. “I won tonight’s poker game with that hand. Hey, you must be a little chilly . . .” The long
            thorough look he gave her settled on her skin like grease. “. . . in that top.”
         

         
         Fuck. It seemed Eli had been right about old Leather Vest.

         
         Her top was white, had tiny frilly sleeves, laced up the front, fit like a glove, and showed just a little bit of tan midriff
            when she stretched up for things on high shelves. She did fill it out really well, if she did say so herself. She would be
            damned if this guy would make her feel cheap for that.
         

         
         He moved in closer still. His slightly unwashed scent, sweat layered with beer and smoke, literally raised her hackles. He
            smelled like bad danger, not the interesting kind.
         

         
         “Yeah. Too bad I didn’t wear my leather vest over it.” Her impulse was to do a quick dodge and feint and then dash around
            the other side of the building. But she was beginning to think this guy might actually enjoy a chase.
         

         
         She was quick and she knew a lot about breaking types of holds and stomping on insteps and gouging eyes and where to hit a
            guy to get him to buckle over, moaning. That was all thanks to Jonah and Eli, who had taught her all of that back when they
            could still all wrestle like puppies.
         

         
         But this guy was wearing heavy motorcycle boots, so the instep thing wouldn’t work. And these sinewy types could be surprisingly
            strong.
         

         
         Maybe she ought to take up knitting. If only to get in the habit of carrying something long and sharp around with her.
         

         
         Inside the Plugged Nickel Tom Petty was singing about American girls and she could feel vibrations against her butt, which
            was both reassuring and not. It meant there was life inside, but if she screamed, it was entirely possible no one would hear
            it. Out here in the deep dark sticks, they might mistake it for a fox or a coyote or maybe even a bigfoot.
         

         
         “My car’s right over there.” Ezekiel gestured to an old Ford something deep in the “parking lot,” an expanse of flattened
            dirt, entirely unlit, near where her own truck was parked. “Let’s go heat each other up in the backseat.”
         

         
         “Thank you for the invitation, Ezekiel,” she said brightly but firmly, “but I have to get back inside and finish my shift.”
            She took a step away from the wall, toward the door.
         

         
         His hand shot out and closed around her arm.

         
         And he held her fast.

         
         She slowly looked up at him. Absolutely speechless with outrage.

         
         She tugged just a little.

         
         That son of a bitch didn’t let go.

         
         Oh, poor Ezekiel. This wasn’t his lucky night. She was in the mood to do some damage.

         
         “I’m going to need you to take your hand off me. Now,” she said very, very softly. It was very nearly a hiss.

         
         “Aw, don’t be like that.” He used his grip on her arm to lever her back up against the wall. “In a few seconds you’ll be begging for my hands all over you.”
         

         
         He was still standing too close for her to be able to get a knee up into his gonads.

         
         But then he dumbfounded her by releasing her and turning his hand around to drag it down along her face in a caress. As if
            they were in a romantic comedy and he was the seductive hero.
         

         
         She had a hunch this was a move he’d used with some success before.

         
         She didn’t breathe. She kept her eyes even with his black ones. And when his hand reached her chin she turned her head, ever
            so slightly into his hand, like a cat surrendering to pleasure.
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s it, baby,” he murmured. “I’m going to rock your—”
         

         
         CHOMP. She sank her teeth hard into the meat of his palm like a puma.
         

         
         There was no way his scream couldn’t be heard over the Tom Petty inside. It could have shattered windows.
         

         
         He staggered back just a little, far enough for her to get her knee up, but just as she was about to deliver the coup de grace
            to his nuts, his eyes bulged, he made a hideous gargling noise and levitated about two feet off the ground.
         

         
         It was a few seconds before she realized he was dangling from Eli’s fist. The various metal elements on his uniform—his badge,
            his gun—glinted like stars against the dark and came into focus first. Above that, his face was stone and as cold as that
            moon.
         

         
         He’d snagged a handful of the guy’s vest and shirt and hoisted him like a sack of flour.

         
         She spat on the ground, gasping. She tasted beer and smoke and salt from the peanuts Leather Vest had been scrabbling around
            in on the bar.
         

         
         She wiped at her eyes, which were leaking tears of fury and sucked in a shuddering breath.

         
         They didn’t make alcohol in a high enough proof to rinse the taste of that guy’s hand out of her mouth.

         
         “She bit me!” Leather Vest wheezed.

         
         Whiny asshole.

         
         “Go inside, Glory.” Eli’s voice was calm as death, and she wouldn’t have blamed Leather Vest if he’d wet himself right there.

         
         She was still furious. “Let me take a whack at him first. He looks like the world’s ugliest pinata hanging there from your
            hand.”
         

         
         “Go . . . inside.”

         
         She heard the words the fuck sandwiched in between the Go and inside clear as if he’d actually said them.
         

         
         Her judgment might be a little awry but she wasn’t stupid.

         
         She almost but not quite did as ordered. She pushed the door open and stepped inside, but she stayed next to the door frame,
            leaving it open a few inches.
         

         
         Eli’s voice was almost conversational. “I can snap your spine like a twig and throw you down that embankment and everyone
            will think it was an accident. How many strikes you got on your record already, Ezekiel?”
         

         
         Ezekiel didn’t answer. Which was answer enough.

         
         Eli raised his voice. “You wanna charge him with assault, Glory?”

         
         Of course he knew she was listening. Just as he’d somehow known she was about to fuck up again. She wondered just how much
            of her exchange with Leather Vest he’d overheard.
         

         
         “She bit me! I . . . barely . . . touched her!” the guy wheezed out.
         

         
         This was essentially true.

         
         Eli loosened his hold and the guy’s feet touched the ground.

         
         “Don’t charge him,” Glory called. “But he should know I’m part gypsy and I just cursed his privates. If he ever touches a
            woman against her will ever again, they’ll shrivel like raisins and fall off.”
         

         
         She had no idea where that came from.

         
         “Colorful,” Eli said neutrally after a moment.

         
         She closed the door behind her.

         
         Whatever Eli decided to do next, she didn’t want to see it.

         
         But doubtless it would be by the book. Eli did love him some rules. Even if it destroyed the lives of people he loved.

         
          

         She sat down at one of the scarred wood tables inside the Plugged Nickel and waited for Eli to come in and give her hell.

         
         She managed to lift a hand in a sort of general farewell as Carl shooed the rest of the stragglers out the door. One of the
            speakers was making an unnerving zzzzt zzzzt sort of noise, like a fly caught in a spider web. Carl shut the music off.
         

         
         The ensuing silence practically rang. She was alone but for Carl.

         
         “Don’t bother getting up, Glory. I’ll just put the chairs up, Glory,” Carl told her, oblivious to the little drama that had
            gone on outside. “Don’t strain yourself, Glory. No need to help, Glory.”
         

         
         That was some fine sarcasm.

         
         She was going to have to tell him she was quitting. No matter how much she needed a job, she could see now that she really
            couldn’t work here. The ugliness would suck her under like quicksand and not even she was equal to it.
         

         
         She watched the second hand jerk its way around the old neon Schlitz clock over the door about five or so times until Eli
            returned and settled in across from her.
         

         
         She couldn’t quite look up into his face yet. Not directly. She aimed her eyes somewhere past his shoulders, which meant aiming
            them some distance away, because his shoulders went on for yards, it seemed.
         

         
         It wasn’t as though he didn’t know she was scrappy. He knew that if she was going to fight for anything or anyone, she always
            went all in, no holds barred.
         

         
         But now that all the fury and adrenaline had ebbed, she was embarrassed. And ashamed. She didn’t want to need Eli. But she’d wound up biting a guy in the back of a seedy dive in large part due to her own stubbornness. And Eli,
            who knew her better than anyone, had probably anticipated it even if she hadn’t.
         

         
         “His real name is Todd,” he said finally. “He has priors.”

         
         The of course he does went without saying, so neither of them said it.
         

         
         She didn’t ask whether he was cuffed in the back of Eli’s patrol car, or whether Eli had snapped him into a few pieces like
            he was made of Legos and hurled all the parts into the canyon. Probably not on the last one. After all, rules were rules.
            Eli did love him some rules.
         

         
         She cleared her throat. “Thank you,” she said stiffly.

         
         Eli just gave a short nod.

         
         She couldn’t get a read on his mood, either. He was distracted and subdued, and he seemed full of the need to say something,
            but he wasn’t saying it. For a number of reasons, Eli never used superfluous words.
         

         
         But whatever he said was always worth hearing.

         
         His hair used to flop down over his forehead. He’d been a little vain about it when he was a teenager. It was now buzzed no-nonsense
            short, which made the planes of his face—cheekbones like battlements; a right-angle jaw softened by the dimple in his chin;
            a nose with a slight bump, which she knew was from when he broke it trying to jump a big rock with his mountain bike back
            when he was twelve—seem even more uncompromising. He had this way of not blinking, and his eyes seemed silver in some lights
            and a sort of pale blue in others, and he had a way of fixing them on you that made you feel like the only important person
            in the world. It was like he could see right through to the contents of your soul, so you might as well yield your secrets.
         

         
         She’d once found standing in the beam of his gaze the safest place in the world.

         
         Useful quality in a cop.

         
         He’d never been pretty. Not like her ex-boyfriend, Mick Macklemore, anyway.

         
         Still, she never really wanted to look away from Eli.

         
         His eyes dropped to the table, and she realized he was following the movement of her finger. She was tracing an old scar dug
            into the table. Someone had carved FUC into the veneer. She wondered whether they were someone’s initials or whether someone was rudely interrupted in the process
            of immortalizing the thing that she and Eli probably would have done to each other that night if they hadn’t been interrupted,
            too.
         

         
         She jumped when, behind her, Carl noisily clunked a chair up onto a table, just in case she’d missed his earlier sarcasm.

         
         And still neither she nor Eli said a word.

         
         And for a brief vertiginous moment, it was like they’d never even met. Like that table between them was as vast as the sea
            and they were on separate skiffs floating farther and farther apart.
         

         
         “Anyway, Todd won’t be bothering anyone around here anymore.”

         
         “Well, that’s good news. I know how you love to get those bad guys off the street, Eli.”

         
         Eli’s head went up slowly. And he stared at her in something like cold amazement.

         
         But she couldn’t help it. She wasn’t even really sorry. Every time she tried to tamp the hurt and anger down, it popped out
            again, like Whac-A-Mole. She didn’t know how or if that could ever change.
         

         
         He stood up, slowly, resolutely.

         
         She looked up at him. Way up.

         
         She felt the collision of their gazes physically. A ping at the base of her spine that rocketed through her like the puck
            on the carnival strong-man machine.
         

         
         For a moment he stared down at her. But all he finally said was “You should make better decisions, Glory.”

         
         And then he walked out the door.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3


         
         Eli stripped off his uniform a piece at a time and chucked it into the washing machine and threw in two of those squishy little
            detergent pods instead of one, because psychologically that’s what it took to get the scent of the Plugged Nickel out of his
            clothes.
         

         
         He pivoted and frowned at his living room, which was the living room of the house he’d grown up in. Something seemed off.

         
         And then he realized it was just a matter of contrasts. Glory was like an old rabbit ear antenna that tuned into his truest
            self. He felt funnier, freer, lighter around her. The whole world felt brighter.
         

         
         And now the world had gone back to being a shade too dim.

         
         Fuck it.

         
         He scooped up the mail he’d dumped on the counter and sank down on the couch in his boxers to rifle through it: Bill, bill,
            discount coupon for a new restaurant in Hellcat Canyon, bill, bill, a shooting range coupon, an intriguing plump manila envelope
            from his mom in Sacramento, bill, bill, a postcard from his college ex-girlfriend, Courtney. He paused to peruse that one.
            Palm trees, big blue ocean, white sand beach. Admittedly a pretty appealing view. She’d taken a job in Miami and she’d wanted
            him to relocate with her. Plenty of law enforcement jobs there.
         

         
         Instead, he’d broken up with her and had taken the job in Hellcat Canyon.

         
         He turned it over and read:

         
         
            Still think you’re crazy not to come here.

         

         He sighed and tossed it aside.

         
         He slit open the envelope from his mom and pulled something out. He unwound a few miles of bubble wrap and finally found a
            silver frame around a newspaper clipping.
         

         
         
            BARLOW EARNS COMMENDATION

            Sheriff’s Deputy Critical to Busting

            NorCal Drug Trafficking Ring

         

         Alongside the columns of text was a photo of him, caught by the news photographer mid-interview with a television reporter,
            all serious and strong jawed and buzz-cut. The caption read, “Deputy Eli Barlow of Hellcat Canyon was critical to the multi-agency
            law enforcement effort to take down a Northern California meth distribution network.”
         

         
         The article recapped everything that had gone down to lead up to the awards ceremony.

         
         Jonah’s name and photo were in that article, too.

         
         Much smaller.

         
         He was freshly buzz-cut, too.
         

         
         But orange really wasn’t Jonah’s color.

         
         “Jonah Greenleaf of Hellcat Canyon arraigned on charges of meth distribution” is what it said under his photo.

         
         His mom had affixed a Post-it note to the back of the frame. It had a row of little tabby cat faces across the top. His mom
            was a sucker for anything with kitties on it. Funny, because she was one of the toughest people he knew.
         

         
         
            So proud of you. Your dad would be, too. 

            Xoxo Mom

         

         Every day he came home alive was a victory in his mom’s eyes. Still, she’d love putting that commendation in the family Christmas
            letter.
         

         
         She only lived a couple of hours away, but she still liked to send him little gifts, clippings and so forth, so he’d have
            something to find in the mail. A few weeks ago she’d sent him his grandmother’s engagement ring with another little note:
            “In case you might want to give it to someone anytime soon.” She might as well have added: “P.S. You’re not getting any younger.”
         

         
         He remembered seeing that tasteful antique, a ruby flanked by two little diamonds on a gold band, on his mom’s hand. His grandmother
            had been a tasteful antique herself, a patrician woman who had struggled to adjust to the idea of her Ivy League–educated
            daughter marrying Zachary Barlow, a small-town sheriff’s deputy.
         

         
         His grandmother had learned to love his dad, though. She had a heart as huge as Hellcat Canyon. Just like his mom.

         
         Eli glanced down and saw that his knuckles were white. Maybe he was hanging on to a lot of things a little too tightly.

         
         He opened the coffee table drawer, shoved the frame in, and slammed it shut.

         
         Which is what he’d done with every photo of Jonah.

         
         Except for one. It was on the side of the refrigerator, way in the back, where he could only see it if he was reaching into
            the cupboard and could mostly pretend it wasn’t there. Glory was in that one.
         

         
         If only he could slam all inconvenient emotions and memories into drawers and forget them.

         
         Eli let his head fall back against the big plump macho leather couch—which was his one splurge when he was promoted to head
            deputy, though he was still getting used to how it looked in the middle of the family living room—and closed his eyes. And
            he released a sigh so deep and endless it was like he’d been holding it his entire life.
         

         
         “It was your influence keeping Jonah on the straight and narrow, Eli. See what happened practically the minute you left Hellcat Canyon?”
         

         
         That was his mother’s way of trying to comfort him. His mother had never quite approved of his friendship with the Greenleafs.

         
         Hell. She might actually be right.

         
         Jonah had always thought rules got in the way of getting what he wanted, which was having a good time. He was forever looking
            for short cuts, for loopholes, for shades of gray. And sometimes this was fun and sometimes with this was trouble and often
            even the trouble was fun, and he’d never had a rudder because he didn’t have a dad.
         

         
         Eli was his father’s son. But he’d also learned all on his own that for him, rules were the short cut. Otherwise you unfailingly had to go back and learn something you’d skipped in an attempt to get what you wanted
            faster, or stop to clean up some mess you’d made on the way.
         

         
         Or, like Jonah, take a plea bargain and go to prison for five years for helping to transport meth one town over.

         
         It amounted to the same thing.

         
         Jonah had been a very small part of a big operation.

         
         But it had been the biggest betrayal of Eli’s life. And even as he kind of understood how it all might have come about, the
            fury and hurt had been white-hot. Then cold and hard as granite.
         

         
         His mom had never understand the appeal of the Greenleafs. Which for Eli was the loving chaos of their house. The defiance
            and resourcefulness and humor in the face of not-quite-poverty. How funny and quicksilver and kind and game for anything Jonah
            was, and how being with them had been like taking a hit of oxygen and was as colorful as Disneyland.
         

         
         His mom may or may not have an inkling about his true feelings for Glory. She hadn’t wanted him to take the Hellcat Canyon
            job instead of heading to Miami, that was for sure.
         

         
         Eli pushed himself up off the couch abruptly and strode to the fridge, reached back and pulled that one remaining picture
            down from under its magnet. He took it and a Snapple back to the couch with him.
         

         
         It was a shot taken in spring. He and Jonah, gangly, floppy-haired, shirtless, impossibly thin and long-limbed in their cutoff
            shorts. Eli never really felt the passage of years until he saw himself like that. They were both about eleven years old,
            their skin golden-brown and smooth, almost shining like metal in the sun because they were still so . . . new. They were washing the battered old Greenleaf car and Jonah was aiming the hose at Eli.
         

         
         And there was Glory in pink shorts and a white shirt, about eight years old, her black hair all the way down to her butt.
            Glory never did have the patience for braids. She opted for one big ponytail in the summer, either behind her, like an actual
            pony, or to the side or up on her head, like a fountain. Most of the time her hair sailed out behind her, because she liked
            to flourish it, like a magician with a cape. Her mouth was wide open and her eyes had disappeared and her arms were crossed
            over her stomach because she was laughing so hard, so hard it was like she could hardly bear it. He used to tease her that
            he could see all the way to her tonsils.
         

         
         That photo was taken right around the time he’d gotten in a nasty little argument with Mike Roderick on the playground over
            whose turn it was to use the red rubber ball at recess. Roderick had resorted to the sort of tactic guaranteed to chop Eli
            off at the knees. He’d mocked his stutter.
         

         
         “Eli Barlow takes f-f-f-f-orever to get a word out!”

         
         Eli was tall even then, but he’d frozen. Mute and paralyzed with shame.

         
         And Glory had hurtled
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