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  Chapter One

  
  






The Ironworks ran its taps from a long mahogany bar salvaged out of a Beale Street juke joint that burned down in 1987, and whoever stripped it out of the wreckage and hauled it across Midtown had the right instincts. It belonged here. So did the pressed tin ceiling, flaking its paint in curls the color of old bone, and the smell of hops and charred wood and whatever the kitchen was doing with jalapeños that made the whole room feel like a warm argument. The locals packed in shoulder to shoulder on Thursday nights and nobody turned their head when the door opened because everybody coming through it was somebody they already knew.

Grayson Knox sat at the far end of the bar near the emergency exit, which was where he always sat, and nursed a Dos Perros Mexican lager with a lime wedge pressed into the neck. Dos Perros was local — two guys named Alejandro and Mark had started it in a warehouse off Summer Avenue, and they made the lager the way lager used to get made, without apology and without anything extra added that didn’t belong there. Gray approved of things that didn’t apologize for themselves. He tipped the bottle, let the lime juice cut through the cold, and set it back on the coaster.

On his phone he had a Marshal’s incident report open. Field Report Form 7, Magical Disturbance — Minor. The form had twenty-two fields and Gray had filled in nine of them, which put him about average for a Thursday.

The dispute had involved two antique dealers operating out of Cooper-Young, a man named Horvath and a woman named Pelletier, who had been arguing for three months over a Pennsylvania Dutch hex sign that each of them claimed to have purchased at the same estate sale in Germantown. Hex signs were decorative. They carried no real charge. But Horvath had a grandmother from Lancaster County who’d taught him three words in an old dialect that shouldn’t be spoken over painted wood, and he’d spoken them, and Pelletier had woken up for six consecutive mornings to find every piece of furniture in her shop rotated exactly forty-five degrees. Not damaged. Not disturbed otherwise. Just rotated, like the room itself had decided to face a different direction.

Gray had driven out, talked to both of them, drunk bad coffee in Horvath’s back office, and determined that Horvath knew enough to cause the problem but not enough to know he’d caused it. He’d explained this. Horvath had gone pale and apologetic and had offered to give Pelletier the hex sign outright, and Pelletier had said she didn’t want the thing anymore and could someone please rotate her furniture back.

Gray had rotated the furniture.

Now he was filling out the paperwork that the incident required, which took four times as long as the incident itself, which was the nature of the job. The Marshal’s office was not a thing of romance. The Marshal’s office was, in large part, a thing of documentation.

He typed two words into Field 10 — Disposition: Resolved — and set his phone face-down on the bar.

The lime in his beer had gone soft. He fished it out with one finger, left it on the coaster, and took a long pull.

Outside on the street a car with a bad muffler rumbled past and kept going. The jukebox at the other end of the bar was playing Charley Patton, which was the correct choice. The bartender, a wide-shouldered man named Deon who wore a Grizzlies jersey with the sleeves cut off and had opinions about craft brewing that Gray respected, caught his eye from fifteen feet away and held up a fresh bottle. Gray shook his head. He wasn’t done with this one yet.

He was, he thought, reasonably content. He had a cold beer and no active cases and a bar stool that fit him and Charley Patton on the jukebox. For a man in his line of work, on a Thursday night in Memphis, this counted.

The door opened.




She came in fast and low, the way people move when they want to look casual and can’t pull it off, shoulder already turning to check behind her before the door swung shut. Twenty-four, maybe twenty-five. Dark hair pulled back in a knot that had been neat six hours ago. Jeans and work shoes and a zip-front hoodie in olive green, the kind of clothes somebody wore when they spent their day on their feet.

She had good eyes — quick and dark and taking the room apart in sections the way a person does when they’ve had reasons to take rooms apart quickly. She didn’t look like someone who caused trouble. She looked like someone trouble had decided to follow home.

Gray watched her find a stool two down from the server station and settle onto it with her back to the shelves of bottles and her face toward the room. Situational awareness. That was trained or it was survived into, and she looked too young to have been trained into anything formal.

Deon appeared in front of her. She said something Gray couldn’t hear and Deon nodded and reached into the cooler.

The door opened again.

Two of them. Young — early twenties at the outside — with the kind of economy in their movement that comes from spending time in places where moving wrong gets you noticed. They wore dark jackets, no logos visible from where Gray sat, and they didn’t look at the bar or the taps or the chalkboard menu or anything that people look at when they walk into a place they’ve come to drink. They looked at the girl.

One of them touched the other’s arm. A small gesture, like a period at the end of a sentence that had already been written.

They separated.

The taller one took the stool to her left. The other one cut around the far side of the bar and came up on her right, signaling Deon with two fingers like he was a regular, which he was not.

The girl’s beer arrived. She wrapped both hands around it and did not drink.

Gray picked up his phone. He wasn’t looking at it. He had the angles — the mirror behind the bar gave him a full panel of the scene, and what the mirror missed, a hundred years of paying attention to rooms covered. He watched the taller one say something to her that made her jaw set. She said something back, short, and looked at her beer. He said something else. She looked at the door — calculating, not panicked, like she was running math on whether she could make it before one of them blocked the route.

The math wasn’t going her way.

The shorter one on her right put his hand flat on the bar, close to hers. Not touching. Close.

Gray set his phone down.

What he noticed next wasn’t something he could have explained to a civilian. A faint charge in the air, like the static that builds in a car on a dry highway — not dramatic, not visible, just a slight shift in the quality of the atmosphere around the girl, the way the air tightens before a storm that might not come. He’d felt it before, a few times, in a few people. He’d felt it in himself, in the years before he knew what it was or what to do with it.

The Dos Perros bottle sitting in front of her tipped over.

Nobody had touched it. Nobody was within eight inches of it. It tipped, rolled a quarter-turn, and stopped at the edge of the bar like it had thought better of going further.

Deon looked at the bottle. He looked at the girl. He looked at the bottle again and went for a bar rag.

The taller one on her left had looked at the bottle too. His expression didn’t change, exactly, but something moved behind his eyes — a small recalculation, like a number that had just gotten bigger.

Gray stood up.




He came around the end of the bar the long way, past the jukebox, so he arrived at her left side from across the room rather than appearing at her back. He put his hand on her shoulder and bent down to her ear.

“Hey, you.” He said it the way someone says it when the person has a name they use for each other. “I was about to give up on you.”

She went rigid under his hand. He felt it.

“Sorry I’m late,” she said, and her voice was steady, which he noted. A lot of people couldn’t have managed steady.

He pulled out the stool on her left, forcing the taller one to step back or have his knee taken out, and sat down with his elbows on the bar in the proprietary way of a man who has sat next to this woman before and intends to sit next to her again. He looked at Deon.

“Another Dos Perros when you get a minute.”

Deon looked at the two men and back at Gray and went to get the beer.

The taller one hadn’t moved far. He stood just inside arm’s reach, hands loose at his sides, and looked at Gray the way men look at each other when they’re deciding how much a problem is worth.

“Help you with something?” Gray said.

“We were having a conversation.”

“I can see that.” Gray looked at the girl, then back. “She looks done with it.”

The man’s jaw shifted. He had a thin scar along his left jawline, healed to white, and the small flat ear of someone who’d taken hits there more than once. He was reading Gray — the clothes, the age, the way Gray sat, the way Gray wasn’t interested in being read.

“You her people?”

“Something in that direction,” Gray said.

A beat. The shorter one on her right hadn’t moved either. Gray felt him back there the way you feel weather coming over flat ground — not seeing it yet, just the pressure of it.

The taller one looked at the girl.

“We’ll be around,” he said. The way you’d say goodbye, almost. Conversational.

He touched the other one’s jacket and they moved toward the door without hurrying, because hurrying would have been a kind of admission. They went out. The door settled shut behind them and the room sounded like a room again instead of a held breath.

Deon put a cold Dos Perros on the bar. He didn’t say anything. He’d been tending bar in Memphis since before Gray had been drinking in Memphis, and he had the wisdom to understand that some transactions in his establishment were not his business.

Gray turned to her.

She had taken her hands off her beer and put them in her lap. She looked at him straight on — not grateful, not scared anymore, just precise and measuring, like someone who’d already decided to be angry and was working out the specific shape of it.

“I don’t know you,” she said.

“No.”

“So what was that.”

“That was me sitting down.”

“I didn’t need you to sit down.”

“One of those guys had his hand four inches from yours and you were doing long division on the distance to the door.” Gray turned his beer in a slow circle on the coaster. “I’m not saying you couldn’t handle it. I’m saying it looked like a lot of work for a Thursday.”

She watched him. Outside, through the front window, a car drifted past, and its headlights crossed her face and left. She had good cheekbones and a set to her mouth that
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