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The heat off the lot came up through her boots in waves, and Faye Dutton had been standing in it since noon.

She wiped her forearm across her forehead and came away with a slick of diesel sweat and sunscreen that had quit working two hours ago. The fuel island baked under a white Arizona sky. Three pumps running, a flatbed idling at pump two with a driver who couldn't figure out that the nozzle went in the hole, and Ray Halston asleep in his chair behind the register with the same trucker cap pulled down over his eyes he'd been wearing since the Clinton administration.

Faye grabbed the clipboard off the counter, checked the gallons on pump four, and walked out into the sun like it owed her something.

"You're gonna strip that thread if you cross it one more time," she called to the driver at pump two.

The man looked up. Sixties. Sweat circles the size of dinner plates under both arms. He had the diesel nozzle cranked sideways and was trying to force it into an unleaded filler neck with the confidence of someone who'd been wrong about everything all day and saw no reason to stop now.

"I been fueling trucks since before you were born, sweetheart."

Faye crossed the island in four strides, took the nozzle out of his hand, flipped it, and seated it clean. Diesel kicked on with a thump.

"Since before I was born," she said. "And still putting diesel in crooked." She handed him back the receipt clipboard. "Sign at the bottom. Don't date it—I'll date it."

He signed. They always signed.

She walked back behind the counter tossing a shackle pin from palm to palm, the way she always did when her hands needed something to do, which was always. The pin was heavy steel, four inches long, scarred from a thousand hookups. It went palm to palm to palm like a metronome while she pulled invoices, checked the wrecker's fuel log, and told a driver on the phone that no, she could not come pull him out of a ditch right now because he was in New Mexico and she was not.

"Faye."

Ray Halston's voice came from under the cap without the cap moving.

"I'm here, Ray."

"That boy's been sitting at the end of my counter for two hours drinking coffee that costs me eleven cents a cup."

Faye looked down the counter.

Rattler sat on the last stool with his boots hooked on the rail and a cup of coffee that had gone cold forty minutes ago. Dirty-blond hair in his eyes. A diamondback rattlesnake tattooed in black ink coiling up the side of his neck and disappearing under his jaw. Tombstone MC cut hanging open over a gray t-shirt dark with sweat at the collar. He had the kind of loose-limbed slouch that made him look like he was five minutes from a nap, which she'd learned was a lie the first time she saw him move.

He caught her looking and the corner of his mouth came up.

"Coffee's fine, Ray," Rattler said without turning around.

"Coffee's nine hours old," Ray said.

"Still fine."

Faye came down the counter toward him because a driver at pump six needed a receipt and pump six happened to be at that end. That was the reason. She was sure of it.

"You going to sit there all day?" she asked.

"Depends."

"On what?"

"On how many times you're gonna walk past me pretending you need something from that end of the counter."

She stopped. The shackle pin went still in her hand for half a beat, then started again. "That's pump six."

"Pump six has been empty for twenty minutes."

She looked. Pump six was empty. The receipt she'd been walking toward was sitting in the printer tray from the last driver, already torn off and gone.

Rattler lifted the cold coffee and drank it like it was exactly what he'd ordered. His eyes stayed on her over the rim, dark and unhurried, and something in her chest did the thing it kept doing every time he sat at her counter, which was flip over like an engine catching on a cold morning.

"You owe Ray for six cups," she said.

"Seven."

"Seven cups of coffee and you're still just sitting there."

"I like the view."

She turned away before he could see what that did to her face. The shackle pin was going fast now, palm to palm to palm. Behind her she could feel him watching, the same way she'd felt it last fall when she'd spent three hours winching his bike out of a wash after he'd laid it down on a sand crossing at sixty, and neither of them had mentioned it since—not the wash, not the three hours, not the part where she'd gotten down in the mud with him and put her shoulder under the frame and he'd looked at her like no one had ever done that before.

She didn't mention it now either. She went back to the invoices.

The afternoon burned on. Faye ran the pumps, signed out two fuel deliveries, fixed a jammed receipt printer with a screwdriver and language that made Ray pull his cap down another inch. Rattler didn't move. He ordered an eighth cup of coffee and drank it like a man with nowhere else to be, which she suspected was not remotely true. Tombstone MC's enforcer did not have the kind of job that involved sitting still.

But here he was. Sitting still.

She was under the wrecker checking the hook when the sedan pulled in.

It wasn't the car that caught her attention—white four-door, nothing plates, nothing special. It was the way it parked. Not at a pump. Not at the store entrance. At the far edge of the lot, angled out, engine still running. Like someone who wanted to leave faster than they'd arrived.

Faye rolled out from under the truck and stood up, wiping her hands on the coveralls knotted at her waist. Two men got out. Both of them came toward the store with the kind of walk that covered ground without looking like it was covering ground.

The first one was average height, thick through the shoulders, a green ball cap pulled low. The second was taller, leaner, with a sunburn across his nose that said he hadn't been in Arizona long enough to know what sunscreen was for.

They came through the door and the temperature in the room shifted. Ray felt it—she saw his boots come off the desk under the counter. Down at the end, Rattler's posture didn't change, but his hand came off the coffee cup and settled on his thigh, and something behind his eyes went very still.

Faye came behind the counter with the shackle pin in her right hand. "Help you?"

The one in the green cap smiled at her. It was the kind of smile she'd seen on men who'd already decided what they wanted and were being polite about the time before they took it.

"Just looking around," he said. He had a voice like gravel in a hubcap. His eyes moved past her to the lot, to the wrecker, and back.

"Not much to look at," Faye said. "Fuel's outside. Snacks are on the rack. Bathroom key's on the counter if you need it."

"You run the truck?" the taller one asked. He nodded toward the wrecker through the window.

"I run everything here."

"Big rig for one person."

"I'm a big person."

The green cap smiled wider. Still pleasant. Still wrong.

"Heard you pulled a bad one out of the median back in March," he said. "Tractor rollover out past mile marker 209. Driver didn't make it."

The shackle pin stopped. Just for a second. Then it started again, steady.

"I pull a lot of rigs out of a lot of medians," Faye said.

"Sure. But that one was something, from what we heard. You stayed in the cab with him a long time."

She looked at him and the March night was right there—the smell of diesel and coolant and copper, the cab crushed down to half its height, the driver pinned at the waist with his legs gone and his eyes wide open and locked on hers while he talked. Talked and talked and talked like a man trying to get it all out before the clock ran down.

"I stayed until the paramedics came," she said. "That's the job."

"He say anything?" the taller one asked. "Before the paramedics, I mean. Sometimes they talk."

"He was in shock. People in shock say all kinds of things."

"Sure," green cap said again. "All kinds of things." He picked up a pack of gum from the rack, looked at it, put it back. "Well. You have a good rest of your day."

They walked out. Neither of them had bought a thing.

Faye stood behind the counter and watched them through the glass. They crossed the lot toward the white sedan, and then both of them stopped.

At her wrecker.

The one in the green cap walked around the front of the truck slowly, looking at it the way a man looks at something he's measuring. The taller one crouched by the rear axle for a moment, then stood and put his hand on the frame rail and left it there.

They got in the car and pulled out of the lot at an easy, unhurried speed.

Faye realized the shackle pin had stopped moving. She was gripping it hard enough to leave the crosshatch pattern pressed into her palm.

Down at the end of the counter, Rattler set his coffee cup down. The sound it made against the Formica was very quiet and very precise.

"Faye," he said.

She didn't look at him. She was still watching the lot where the white sedan had been.

"Those two," he said. "They ever been in here before?"

"No."

"You sure?"

She turned. He was looking at her the way he looked at everything—easy, half-smiling, nothing to see here. Except his hand was flat on the counter and the knuckles were white.

"I know every regular on this stretch by name," she said. "Those two aren't regulars. Those two aren't anything I've ever seen in here."

Rattler nodded slowly. He looked past her, out the window, at the wrecker sitting in the lot with its boom folded down and its chain hanging. At whatever the tall one had been doing by the rear axle.

"What happened in March, Faye?"

She opened her mouth. Closed it. The shackle pin started up again, fast, palm to palm to palm.

"A man died in my cab," she said. "That's what happened in March."

Rattler watched her for a long moment. Then he picked up the cold coffee and finished it.

"I'll take one more," he said. "And I'm not going anywhere."

She poured it. Her hands were steady. They were always steady—she'd been pulling people out of wrecks since she was nine years old and her hands had never once failed her. But when she set the cup down in front of him, her fingers brushed his, and neither of them pulled away, and the heat that went through her had nothing to do with the coffee or the sun or the Arizona afternoon.

Outside, the lot sat empty in the white glare. The wrecker threw a long shadow across the asphalt. And somewhere down the interstate, a white sedan was carrying two men who knew about March back to whoever had sent them.
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Ninety minutes later the lot was dark and Rattler was still on the stool.

Ray had gone home at six with his cap and his keys and a look over his shoulder that said he'd been running a fuel desk on this stretch of interstate long enough to know when something wasn't right. Faye had locked up behind him, flipped the pumps to card-only, and gone into the back office to do the books she hadn't touched all afternoon because she'd been too busy not looking at two men who didn't belong in her store.

Rattler sat in the dark of the closed fuel island drinking coffee that was now twelve hours old and watching the lot through the glass.

He'd called nobody. He'd texted nobody. He was sitting on the stool running it through his head the way he ran everything—loose, easy, turning the thing over until it showed him its belly.

Two men in a clean sedan. No fuel, no snacks, no bathroom. Questions about a March rollover. And a long, careful look at her wrecker on the way out.

He didn't like any part of it.

The lot light buzzed and threw orange over the pumps and the asphalt and the wrecker parked along the fence with its boom folded down. Past the light, the interstate ran east and west in a river of headlights. Past the interstate, the desert was a black wall under a sky full of stars.

Faye came out of the office with her keys in one hand and the shackle pin in the other. She'd pulled her hair down and it sat on her shoulders in a pale tangle, and she'd unzipped the coveralls to the waist and tied the arms, and the tank top underneath was dark with a day's worth of work. She looked like a woman who had earned every minute of the beer she was about to have.

"I'm locking up," she said. "You need to be on the other side of that door."

"I'll walk you out."

"It's forty feet to my truck, Rattler."

"Then it's a short walk."

She looked at him. He could see her deciding whether to fight him on it, weighing it the way she weighed everything—fast, practical, no room for bullshit. Then she shrugged one shoulder and killed the last set of lights.

They walked out together into heat that hadn't broken with the sun. The lot smelled like diesel and hot asphalt and the faint green edge of creosote coming off the desert. Faye's boots scraped on the concrete. The shackle pin went palm to palm.

Rattler heard it before he saw it.

A scrape. Metal on metal, quiet and deliberate, coming from under the wrecker.

He put his hand out and stopped Faye with his palm flat against her stomach. She pulled up short, mouth already open to tell him off, and then she heard it too.

Someone was under her truck.

Rattler was moving before the thought finished forming. He came around the front of the wrecker fast and low and saw a pair of boots sticking out from under the rear axle—the tall one from this afternoon, on his back under the frame with a wrench in one hand and a cut air line hanging loose in the other.

The second one came around the passenger fender with a pry bar.

He was fast. Rattler was faster.

He caught the bar on the downswing, ripped it out of the man's hands with a twist that used the man's own weight against him, and drove his elbow backward over the wrecker's front bumper. The joint went the wrong way with a sound like a green branch snapping and the man screamed—a high, shocked sound that bounced off the pumps and died in the open desert.

Rattler grabbed him by the back of the neck and put his face through the driver's window of the white sedan parked twenty feet away. The glass came apart in a spray of safety cubes and the man went limp across the door frame with his legs still on the asphalt.

Under the truck, the tall one was scrambling to get out. He made it to his knees before Rattler's boot heel caught him in the ribs and drove him sideways into the wrecker's frame rail. He folded around it, gasping, and Rattler kicked him again—square in the chest, hard enough to bounce him off the differential housing and onto his back in the gravel.

Then Faye came out of the dark at a dead run.

She had six feet of tow chain in both hands, heavy-link, the kind rated for pulling a loaded semi out of a ditch. She swung it overhand like a woman who'd been handling chain since she could walk and brought it down across the tall one's shoulders with a crack that put him flat on his face in the gravel.

He tried to get up. She hit him again.

He stayed down.

Faye stood over him breathing hard, the chain hanging from both fists, her hair wild and her eyes blazing. Her chest heaved. Her teeth were showing. Not a smile—something older than a smile, something that said she'd grown up around wreckage and knew exactly how much damage a length of chain could do to a man's body.

"You touched my truck," she said.

The man groaned into the gravel.

"Hey." She kicked his boot. "You hear me? You touched my goddamn truck."

Rattler stood over the other one—the green cap, unconscious across the sedan's door frame with glass in his hair and his arm bent wrong—and let the adrenaline run through him like voltage. His knuckles were split. There was blood on the bumper that wasn't his.

He looked at Faye standing in the orange wash of the lot light with the chain in her fists and her eyes on fire, and something in his chest locked into place like a deadbolt sliding home.

He made himself move.

He crouched by the rear axle where the tall one had been working and pulled out his phone. The flashlight beam showed it clean—the air line for the rear brakes, cut three-quarters through with a utility knife. Not severed. Cut just enough that they'd hold pressure in the lot, hold pressure pulling onto the road, maybe hold pressure up to forty miles an hour. And then they wouldn't.

Not the tires. Not the fuel line. The brakes.

He stood up slowly.

"They cut your air line," he said.

Faye came around the back of the truck, still holding the chain. "What?"

"Rear brakes. Cut it almost through." He pointed the light at the dangling hose. "You'd have had pedal pulling out of the lot. You'd have had pedal on the highway. First time you needed to stop hard—" He drew a finger across his throat. "Eleven tons and no brakes."

The color left her face. He watched it go—watched the fury drain out and something colder flood in behind it.

"They weren't trying to strand me," she said.

"No."

"They were trying to kill me."

"On a road. At night. Make it look like a wrecker driver took a curve too fast." He clicked the flashlight off. "Whoever sent these two wanted you off a highway, Faye. Not scared. Dead."

She looked at the man on the ground, then at the one draped over the sedan. The chain links clinked against each other as her hands shook once, hard, and then went still.

"March," Rattler said.

She didn't answer.

"Whatever that driver told you in that cab—whatever names came out of his mouth before he died—somebody knows you heard them. And that somebody sent these two to make sure you don't repeat them." He stepped closer. "Tell me, Faye."

She stared at the cut air line. The shackle pin was gone—she'd dropped it somewhere when she grabbed the chain—and her hands didn't know what to do without it.

"His name was Eddie Garza," she said quietly. "The driver in the rollover. He was pinned at the waist. His legs were—" She stopped. Swallowed. "He knew he wasn't getting out. He knew it before I did."

Rattler didn't move. Didn't touch her. Just stood there and let her talk.

"He said someone ran him off the road. Three vehicles, boxed him in on the interstate, forced him onto the shoulder doing seventy. It wasn't an accident. Someone wanted his trailer." She ran her hand over the cut air line like she was reading it. "He gave me two names. The man who ran the crew—Ferris. Wade Ferris. And the man inside the freight company who told Ferris which trailers to take."

"Inside the freight company."

"Someone selling manifests. Telling Ferris which loads were worth hitting, where they'd be, what time they'd pass." She looked up at him. "Eddie said the man's name like it was the worst thing he'd ever put in his mouth. Like saying it out loud was going to get people killed."

"What name?"

She told him.

Rattler's jaw tightened. He didn't know the freight company. He didn't know the name. But he knew what a man looked like when he sent two cutters to kill a woman over a dead driver's last words, and he knew what that meant about the weight of what she'd been carrying since March.

Five months. She'd been carrying it for five months, pulling rigs out of ditches and running pumps and arguing drivers out of bad tires with a dead man's secret sitting in her chest like a stone.

"You should've told someone," he said.

"Who?" She laughed, and there was nothing funny in it. "The cops? I've got a dead driver's word against a name I can't prove. And the two guys he named—one runs hijacking crews on the interstate, and the other one owns half the freight in southern Arizona. Who exactly was I supposed to tell?"

He looked at her—hair wild, tank top soaked, standing in the dark of her own lot over a man she'd dropped with a tow chain, with the blood still drying on the links—and the thing that had locked into place in his chest turned once more and set.

"You tell me," he said. "And I handle it."

"You don't even know what it—"

"I don't need to know what it is. I need to know who's coming for you. The rest of it goes to the club."

"The club," she repeated.

"Tombstone MC." He said it like it was the only thing in the world that mattered, because right now it was. "This stretch of highway is ours. Every mile of it. And nobody—" He stepped into her space, close enough that she had to tilt her chin up to hold his eyes. "Nobody takes a woman off a road inside our territory."

She didn't step back. The chain hung from her right hand, blood-slick and heavy, and her eyes held his without blinking.

"I'm not your woman," she said.

"You're in my territory. On my road. And those two—" He pointed at the men on the ground. "—just tried to put you in the dirt. That makes it club business."

"Because of the road."

"Because of the road."

Something moved behind her eyes. She knew it wasn't just the road. He knew she knew. Neither of them said it.

"And what happens to them?" She jerked her chin at the two men.

Rattler pulled his phone from his cut and dialed the compound. It rang once.

"Rattler." Boothill's voice, quiet and level.

"Halston's fuel desk. I need Crypt and two prospects. Bring the van."

"How bad?"

Rattler looked at Faye, standing in the orange light with a chain in her hands and a dead man's words in her mouth and five months of carrying it alone written across her face.

"Bad enough," he said. "And bring Compass. We've got a name."

He hung up. Faye watched him, and the chain clinked once against her thigh.

"You just called your club," she said. "About me."

"About you."

"I didn't ask you to do that."

He stepped close again. Close enough to smell the diesel and sweat on her skin. Close enough to see the pulse jumping in her throat.

"I know," he said.

He bent down and picked the shackle pin out of the gravel where she'd dropped it. He held it out to her, and when she took it, his fingers closed over hers and held. Two seconds. Three. Her hand was hot and rough and shaking just enough that only he could feel it.

Then he let go, and she started the pin moving again—palm to palm to palm—and they stood in the dark lot together, waiting for the sound of bikes.
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Faye nursed the wrecker down Route 80 at thirty miles an hour with no rear brakes and her jaw set hard enough to crack a molar.

The morning sun hit the Dragoon Mountains in a blaze of copper and red and she didn't see any of it. She was watching her mirrors, feathering the front brakes on the grades, and hating every second of the slow crawl from Halston's to Tombstone because Rattler had told her to bring it here and she'd listened, and she was still working out which half of that she resented more—the telling or the listening.

Boothill Garage sat on the main drag into town, a low cinder-block building with eight bays and a hand-painted sign that had been bleached by the sun down to ghosts. Three bikes were already parked out front at seven in the morning. A prospect in a cutoff was hosing down the concrete apron and stopped to stare as eleven tons of wrecker rolled in at walking speed with its amber bar dark and a spiderweb crack in the right side of the windshield she didn't remember getting.

She backed it into the first bay that could hold it, set the brake with her foot because the air system was dead, and sat in the cab for ten seconds with her hands on the wheel.

Last night played behind her eyes in snapshots. The scrape under the truck. Rattler moving. The pry bar. The sound an elbow makes when it goes backward. The weight of the chain in her hands and the way it felt when it connected with a man's shoulders—not heavy, not wrong, just final.

She climbed down and the Arizona heat hit her like a wall.

Rattler was already there.

He'd been leaning against the bay door frame with his arms crossed and a cup of coffee in one hand, and the way he straightened when she stepped down told her he'd been watching the road for the last twenty minutes. He looked her over—not her face, not her body. Her hands. Her posture. The way she was standing.

"You drove that thing thirty miles with no rear brakes," he said.

"I drove that thing thirty miles with front brakes, which is what I had." She pulled the coveralls up over her shoulders and zipped them. "I've driven worse."

"I believe you." The corner of his mouth came up. "Still don't like it."

"You not liking it wasn't a factor in the decision."

"It's gonna be."

She looked at him. He looked back. The coffee steamed between them in the cool morning air and neither of them blinked.

A brother she didn't know walked past carrying a torque wrench and muttered "Jesus Christ" under his breath without slowing down.

Rattler drained the coffee, crushed the cup, and tossed it into a barrel without looking. "Come on. Boothill wants to hear it."

"Hear what?"

"All of it. March, the names, last night." He put his hand on the small of her back to steer her toward the main building and she felt every finger through the coveralls like a brand. "Chapel's through the clubhouse."

"Chapel," she repeated.

"Where the club meets. Votes. Decides things."

"I know what a chapel is. I'm asking why I'm going into one."

He stopped walking and looked down at her. His hand was still on her back. "Because you're the one with the information. And because I told Boothill you don't scare, and he wants to see that for himself."

She could have stepped out from under his hand. She didn't.

"Fine," she said. "But I'm not asking for anything."

"Nobody said you were."

The clubhouse was an old stagecoach station built from adobe that had been standing since before Arizona was a state. The walls were two feet thick and the temperature dropped twenty degrees the instant she stepped through the door. A long bar of scarred mesquite ran the length of the main room. Leather couches. A pool table. A fireplace big enough to stand in. The smell of old smoke and leather and beer soaked into stone.

Six men sat around a battered wooden table in a back room with church-pew benches. Every one of them wore a Tombstone MC cut. Every one of them looked up when she walked in.

Boothill sat at the head. She knew him from the garage—a rawhide man in his forties with a scar across his jaw and eyes that were already
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