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PROLOGUE

	THERE ARE TWO KINDS OF WOMEN in a club like the Smoke Kings. The ones who pass through, and the ones who stay. For eleven years I'd been the kind who stayed.

	You learned the difference fast behind the bar at the Dry Well. The ones passing through sat with their backs to the door and laughed too loud at things that weren't funny. The ones who stayed kept the door in their eyeline and didn't laugh unless they meant it. I'd been watching that door so long I did it in my sleep — who was drinking too fast, who was working up the nerve to start something, which prospect was about to drop a loaded tray before he cleared the end of the bar.

	That Friday the room was full and loud and mine. Friday always was. The Smoke Kings owned forty miles of dead highway out of Granite Pass and not much else worth bragging about, but they owned the Dry Well outright, and the Dry Well had the only cold beer and the only working jukebox in town, so on Fridays everybody came. Brothers in their cuts crowded the pool tables. The old ladies held down the big booth in back like it was a throne, which, the way Mae told it, it was. Somebody's kid slept in a playpen behind the register, because that was where kids slept when their mothers needed both hands.

	I moved through it the way you move through your own house in the dark. Refilled Rooster before he asked. Caught the prospect — Tin, nineteen and all elbows — by the collar before he walked a tray of shots into the back of a man twice his size. Slid a basket of fries to Doc, who forgot to eat when he was three beers deep into a story. This was the part nobody put in the songs about clubs like ours. The fries. The playpen. The eleven years of knowing exactly how everybody took everything.

	Saint found me near the taps around midnight. He came up behind me and set his chin on my shoulder, and the whole warm length of him pressed against my back, and for a second the noise of the room went soft the way it always did when he touched me. Eleven years, and he could still do that.

	"You're the best-looking thing in this dump," he said against my ear.

	"It's a low bar, baby."

	He laughed — that low laugh that had talked me out of my good sense more times than I'd admit — and reached past me for the good bourbon on the high shelf. Except his hand never got there, because somebody set a glass down in front of him first. Two fingers of the good stuff, one ice cube, the cube cracked so it'd melt fast and open the bottle up. Exactly how he took it. Exactly how I'd been pouring it for him for eleven years.

	Sienna smiled up at him from the other side of the bar and nudged the glass an inch closer.

	"On me," she said.

	She'd been with us four months, maybe five. She'd drifted in off the highway in the spring looking for work, and I'd put her on because we were short and she was quick and the brothers liked the look of her, and that was the whole story of Sienna as far as I'd ever needed to tell it. She was good behind the bar. She remembered orders. That was the job.

	She remembered his order. One ice cube, cracked. I watched Saint take the glass from her, and I watched something pass between them, quick as a struck match — there and gone, a look that knew things — and then it was gone and he was lifting the bourbon to me like a toast.

	"See?" he said. "Best-looking thing in the dump, and I don't even have to pour my own drink."

	"Since when do you let anybody but me touch that bottle?" I said it light. I meant it light.

	Something crossed his face. Just for a beat. Then the easy grin came down over it like a shade pulled on a window, and he kissed my temple and said, "Since I got two beautiful women and only one of me," and somebody called him to the pool table and he was gone, glass in hand, into the noise.

	I stood there with the rag in my hand.

	It was nothing. I knew it was nothing. A girl learns a man's drink because pouring drinks is what we paid her for, and a man lets a pretty girl buy him bourbon because that was what men in cuts did on a Friday, and a look was just a look. Eleven years had taught me the difference between the women who passed through and the women who stayed, and Sienna was passing through. They always passed through.

	I wiped down the bar where the glass had sweated a ring into the wood, and I told myself I'd already forgotten it.

	I hadn't. That's the thing about the small ones. You think you've set them down, and you carry them anyway — all the way home, all the way into the dark — and you don't find out how heavy they were until much, much later.

	
ONE

	I CAME TO THE SMOKE KINGS the summer I turned twenty, with forty-one dollars, a black eye my father had given me on my way out the door, and a car that chose the Dry Well's gravel lot to die in for good. I always figured the car made the decision I was too scared to make myself.

	Holt found me sitting on the hood of it at two in the afternoon, crying the kind of cry you do when you've run clean out of plan. He was already old then, or seemed it — gray in his beard, gravel in his voice, a president's patch on a cut so worn it had gone soft as a glove. He didn't ask what happened to my eye. He looked at the car, and he looked at me, and he said, "You any good at pouring a straight shot?"

	I said I could learn.

	"Everybody can learn," he said. "Question is whether you'll show up." And he jerked his head toward the door of the Dry Well like the matter was settled, and in every way that counted, it was. I poured straight shots in that building for eleven years. I showed up. Whatever else they say about me when this is over, let them say I showed up.

	The club gave me a family before it ever gave me a man. That's the part outsiders never understood. They saw the bikes and the cuts and the rough boys and figured the rest was about sex, about being some biker's property, and they weren't wholly wrong, but they weren't right either. Before Saint, there was Holt teaching me to read a room. There was Mae showing me how the old ladies ran the things the men thought they ran. There was a whole crooked, loyal, infuriating family of people who'd have put themselves between me and a bullet, and had, once, literally. You don't walk away from that. You build your whole life inside it and you call the walls home.

	Saint came later. Elias Vane, though nobody under sixty called him Elias. He'd patched in a year before I showed up, and by the time I noticed him he was already the one they all watched — golden, easy, quick to laugh and quicker to throw a punch for a brother, the kind of man a room rearranged itself around without being asked. He noticed me back. It took him eight months to wear me down, and it has taken him eleven years to wear me out, and I'd have told you that Friday night behind the bar that he never would. That's how sure I was. That's how sure you can be about a man and still be wrong about him in the dark.

	The morning after that Friday I opened the Dry Well alone, the way I did most mornings, into that particular quiet a bar has before noon — stale beer and lemon cleaner and the light coming gray through the front glass. I had the chairs down off the tables and the register counted before the first cut came through the door.

	It was Boone.

	He was the Smoke Kings' sergeant-at-arms, which is a polite way of saying he was the man the club sent when politeness was over. Big and quiet and careful, with a way of standing in a doorway like he was checking it for exits, which he probably was. He'd been with us almost as long as I had. In eleven years I could count on one hand the times he'd said more to me than a job required, and I'd have told you that was because he didn't much like me — except that wasn't it, and somewhere underneath the part of me that belonged to Saint I had always known it wasn't it. There are some things you don't look at directly. Boone was one of mine.

	"You're up early," I said.

	"Holt's coming by. Wanted the place opened quiet." He didn't sit. He never sat first. He set his back to the wall by the end of the bar, where he could see the door and the office both, and he watched me pour him coffee, black, which was the only thing I'd ever learned about how Boone took anything because it was the only thing he'd ever let me learn. "How was last night?"

	"Busy. Good." I slid the mug across. "Why's Holt want it quiet?"

	Boone looked at me a second longer than the question needed. "Black Mile sent a man through Tuesday," he said. "Sat in the diner on the highway four hours. Bought one cup of coffee and watched our trucks go by."

	The cold that went through me then was an old cold, a club cold, the kind you learn in your body before you understand it in your head. The Black Mile ran the interstate two counties over, and they ran it big — chapters in three states, money behind them, the kind of club that didn't sit in diners watching your trucks unless they'd already decided your forty miles of dead highway were worth taking off you.

	"Holt know what they want?"

	"Holt knows what everybody wants from us." Boone wrapped a hand around the mug but didn't drink. "The run. The corridor. The only thing we've got worth a damn to anybody, which is a clear stretch of road nobody's watching and a club too small for the law to bother with." He said it flat, like a man reading a weather report for a storm he'd already decided to stand out in. "They don't want a war. War's expensive. They want it quiet, and quiet means they want it from the inside."

	I didn't know yet how much those words would come to mean. I want to be honest about that. Standing there with the coffee going cold between us, I heard them the way you hear a thing that's somebody else's problem — a club matter, a men's matter, the kind of trouble Saint and Holt and Boone would sit at the table and handle the way they handled everything, with church and votes and, if it came to it, with the parts of the club I kept the lights on so I wouldn't have to think about.

	I poured myself a coffee I didn't want, just to have something for my hands.

	"Saint mention any of this?" Boone asked. He asked it carefully. I noticed the care and didn't think about why.

	"Saint doesn't bring church home," I said. It was something I was proud of, God help me. That my man kept the ugly parts off our kitchen table. That he loved me enough to leave the blood at the door. "He was at the garage half the night before he came in. Some trouble with the flatbed."

	Boone went still. It was a small thing — he was a still man to begin with — but I'd spent eleven years reading the rooms he stood in, and I felt the stillness change shape.

	"Half the night," he said.

	"That's what he said."

	Boone looked down into his coffee. When he looked back up, whatever had crossed his face was gone, put away somewhere, and his voice was just a voice again. "Flatbed's been running fine," he said. "I had it out to the quarry road yesterday. Hauled the whole load and back, no trouble."

	The thing about a lie is that it's never the lie that gets you. It's the size. A man tells you he was somewhere he wasn't, and you've got a hundred soft, easy reasons to set it down — he mixed up the trucks, he meant the other job, Boone had the day wrong, men were always wrong about each other's business. I had all hundred of those reasons lined up before Boone finished talking, and I picked the gentlest one and held it up between me and the cold.

	"Then it was the other one," I said. "The pickup. He's always calling them the same thing."

	Boone didn't argue. That was the thing I'd remember later, when I'd gone over that morning a hundred times the way you tongue a broken tooth. He didn't argue and he didn't agree. He just held my eyes one more second, and then Holt's truck pulled into the gravel out front, and Boone pushed off the wall and set his mug down still full, and went to get the door for his president.

	Holt came in slow. That was new, the slow. There'd been a time he came through that door like he owned the weather, and now he came in the way old men come into rooms, testing the floor, one hand finding the back of a chair he pretended he didn't need. He'd dropped weight that summer he didn't have to drop. Mae had started leaving him plates he didn't finish. None of us said the word for what was happening to Holt, because saying it would have made it a club matter, a succession matter, and nobody — least of all me — was ready for what came after Holt.

	"There's my girl," he said when he saw me, and his face did the thing it always did, opened right up, and for a second he was the man on the gravel lot eleven years ago who'd decided I was worth a job. "You feed my boy last night?"

	"Your boy fed himself, far as I could tell." I came around the bar and kissed his cheek, and he let me, which he only did when nobody but Boone was looking. "Sit. I'll get you eggs."

	"I'll sit. Keep your eggs." He lowered himself into the booth — his booth, the one nobody else used before noon — and Boone took the wall behind him without being told, and Holt looked at me with those pale eyes that had read more rooms than mine ever would. "Where's Elias?"

	"Sleeping it off."

	Something moved behind the old man's face. Worry, maybe, but worn-down worry, the kind a father carries so long it just looks like love. "He ready, you think?" he asked, and he didn't have to say ready for what. The gavel. The chair. The thing the whole club could feel coming the way you feel weather in a bad knee. "When it's time. He ready to carry it?"

	I should have said something true. I've thought about that a lot, since. I had eleven years of reading Saint and a cold little lie sitting in my hands, and Holt was asking me the only question that mattered, and I looked at that hopeful, fading old man who'd given me a family when my own had given me a black eye, and I gave him the answer he wanted instead of the one he needed.

	"He's ready," I said. "He was born ready."

	Holt smiled like I'd handed him something. Boone, behind him, looked at the floor.

	"Good," Holt said. "Good." And he reached across and patted my hand with his, paper-dry and still strong, and I went to get him the eggs he wasn't going to eat, and that was the morning. That was the last ordinary morning I got. I just didn't know to hold it.

	
TWO

	THE LIE DIDN'T STAY ALONE. THAT'S the other thing nobody tells you about the small ones — they breed.

	Over the next week I started keeping a count without deciding to. I didn't write anything down. I just noticed, the way you notice a sound in a house that's usually quiet — a board that creaks where no board creaked before. Tuesday he told me he was running parts up to the Three Forks chapter, and his bike never left the lot; I saw it under the awning at four when he'd said he'd be gone till dark, and when I asked, he said the run got pushed, and kissed me, and was somewhere else within the hour. Thursday there was a charge on the club card from a motel out by the interstate that I caught doing the books, and when I asked Doc about it — careful, casual, just the bookkeeper doing her job — Doc said it was probably the boys putting up a brother too drunk to drive, which was a thing that happened, which was an answer I took because it was an answer I could take.

	I want to be fair to myself here, because there's a version of this where I was a fool, and I've heard that version told about other women in other clubs, and I've watched the old ladies in the back booth tell it with their mouths flat and their eyes hard, and I have never once told it that way myself. Here's the truth: a woman doesn't miss the signs. A woman sees every single sign. She just has eleven years of reasons to read them as something else, and every reason is made of love, and love is the strongest lie there is — not the lies he tells you, but the ones you tell yourself on his behalf.

	So I told them. The run got pushed. It was the other truck. A brother slept it off at the motel. I told myself a beautiful story every day that week, and I poured straight shots and ran my room and held my family together, and underneath all of it, in the place where I'd buried that first wrong-sized lie, the pile got higher.

	Sienna got closer.

	I noticed it the way I noticed everything — sideways, while I was doing six other things. She'd started coming in early and staying late, which I'd have called ambition in any other girl, except she didn't spend the extra hours on the floor. She spent them where the brothers were. She learned their names and their orders and their stories, and she had a way of laughing at the right second that made a man feel like the only funny one in the room, and I knew that way of laughing because I'd had it once, before I had something better than a laugh. By the end of that week she was bringing Holt his coffee before I could, and remembering that Rooster's wife had a bad hip, and slipping behind the bar to grab a brother's tab like she'd worked there eleven years instead of five months.

	"She's good," Mae said.

	We were in the back booth on a slow Wednesday, folding the bar towels nobody else would fold, and Mae had her reading glasses down her nose and her eyes on Sienna, who was across the room laughing at something Cutter said with her hand light on his arm.

	"She's quick," I said.

	"That's not what I said." Mae was sixty-one and had been an old lady longer than I'd been alive, and she'd buried one Smoke King husband and was working on wearing out a second, and there was very little left in this world that Mae hadn't already watched happen at least twice. She didn't look at me. She looked at Sienna, and she folded a towel into a perfect square, and she said, "There's quick, and there's that. Quick is a girl trying to keep a job. That's a girl trying to get somewhere."

	"Get where? It's the Dry Well, Mae. There's nowhere to get."

	"There's always somewhere to get." She set the folded towel on the stack and finally looked at me, over the glasses, and for just a second the easy gossip went out of her face and something older came into it. "You watch your house, honey. That's all. A girl that learns everybody's order that fast isn't learning the job. She's learning the people. And you only learn people that hard when you're fixing to use them."

	I laughed it off, because that was what you did with Mae — she'd lived too long inside clubs and she saw a play behind every pretty face, and half the time she was wrong and the other half she just never let you forget she'd been right. I told her Sienna was a bartender, not a spy, and Mae said mm-hm in the way that meant she'd be available later to remind me of this conversation, and we folded the rest of the towels and talked about her granddaughter's tonsils.

	That same week I started to feel Saint's eye drift somewhere I couldn't follow.

	It wasn't another woman. That's what I'd have told you, if you'd asked me then — I was watching for another woman, the way you do, and I didn't see one, because I was watching the wrong door. What I saw was ambition. Saint had always wanted the chair; everybody knew it, it was half of why the club loved him and half of why the older brothers didn't. But that summer the wanting changed temperature. He talked about Holt slipping the way you talk about weather you're waiting on. He came back from church tight-jawed and lit up at once, like a man who'd seen the shape of something he meant to have. He started taking calls in the lot, walking the gravel with the phone to his ear and his back to the windows, and when he came inside he'd have that look, that struck-match look, and he'd kiss me and pour himself a drink and be a hundred miles away behind his own eyes.

	I caught Sienna at the office door on a Friday.

	It was nothing you could've called anything. The office was just the back room where we kept the safe and the books and the club's two filing cabinets, and the door was usually open because there was usually nothing in there worth closing it over. She was standing in the doorway with a case of well whiskey on her hip like she'd been restocking and gotten turned around, and when she saw me she smiled, easy as anything, and said the storeroom was a maze and she could never remember which door was which.

	"That one's the office," I said. "Stock's the next one down."

	"God, I'm hopeless." She laughed and shifted the case and went where I pointed, and that was all. A girl with bad directions and her hands full. I'd have thought nothing of it.

	Except as she passed me I saw where her eyes had been before they found me. Not lost, the way a turned-around person's eyes are lost. They'd been on the open cabinet — the top drawer, the one I'd left open that morning doing the books, the one with the ledgers in it. And in that half-second before she put the laugh back on, they weren't a lost girl's eyes at all. They were still. Reading. The way Boone's eyes read a room for exits.

	Then the laugh, and the case of whiskey, and I'm hopeless, and she was gone down the hall, and I stood there telling myself I'd imagined it, the way I'd been telling myself things all week.

	But I closed the office door after that. I started closing it every morning. I didn't ask myself why a turned-around bartender would make me want to lock up my own ledgers in my own bar. I just turned the key, and put that on the pile too.

	That night Saint came to bed late and warm and smelling like the bar, which was the smell he always smelled like, so there was nothing in it to find. He pulled me back against him in the dark the way he had for eleven years and said my name into my hair like it was something he was glad about, and I lay there in the curve of him and felt every one of those small wrong things stacked up in the dark between my ribs, and I made a decision.

	I decided to trust him.

	I want that on the record, because of everything that came after. I had the count. I had Mae's warning and Boone's stillness and a motel charge and a bike that didn't leave the lot and a girl reading my ledgers, and I had eleven years of knowing this man in my body, and with all of it laid out in front of me I looked at the pile and I chose not to climb it. Not because I was a fool. Because the thing at the top of that pile was a question I could not afford the answer to, and some part of me already knew it, and I was not ready. You can know a thing and refuse it at the same time. I'd watched my mother do it for twenty years. I'd sworn I never would. And there I was in the dark, doing it, calling it strength.

	The next morning Boone was at the bar again before I'd gotten the chairs down.

	He didn't say anything about it. He took up his place by the wall and watched me work, black coffee going cold in front of him, and there was something in the way he watched that was different from the careful nothing of all those years — closer to the surface, like a man standing at a door he'd decided he was going to have to knock on whether he wanted to or not.

	"You sleep?" he asked. It wasn't a thing Boone asked.

	"Some."

	He nodded slowly. He turned the mug a quarter-turn on the bar, the way he did, and he looked at the door and not at me when he said it, which I understood later was a kindness — the only way he could give me the thing he was about to give me without putting it in my face.

	"Lennox," he said. "If you ever want to know where he actually is. Not where he says." He stopped. Started again, lower. "You come to me. I won't lie to you. Never have been able to, and I'm done trying to work out why I keep not being able to."

	And then he picked up his cold coffee and drank it down in one go, like a man swallowing something he'd been holding in his mouth too long, and he set the mug in the bus tub himself, and he walked out into the gray morning before I could find a single word to put in the space he'd left.

	I stood behind my bar in my empty room.

	I did not go to him. Not that day. I want to be honest about the order things happened in, because the order is the whole story — I had the chance, that morning, to know, and I didn't take it, because knowing meant the end of the only life I'd ever built, and I was not yet ready to set fire to it with my own two hands.

	But I didn't forget what he said. I couldn't have if I'd tried.

	I just put it on the pile.
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