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Dedication 
	For the ones who kept running, because they knew the moment you stopped, someone would catch up.
	For my family, whose strength reminds me that survival is always possible, even when the odds lean the other way.
	For those caught between forces bigger than themselves, who still choose loyalty when it costs the most.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 1: Leaving Eden
The coal dust never really left your lungs in eastern Kentucky, even after you'd walked clean away from the hollers. Virgil Boone could taste it still as the train wheezed its way toward the city, that metallic tang mixing with the tobacco juice he spat into a tin can between his boots. The duffel bag beside him held everything he owned: two changes of clothes, his daddy's straight razor, a dog-eared Bible his mama had pressed into his hands, and a mason jar half-full of the clearest moonshine this side of creation.
	The train car reeked of sweat and desperation. Men like him, mostly— faces hollowed by hunger, eyes that had seen too much dying in the mines. They were all running from something, heading toward something else, though none of them could say exactly what that something might be.
	Virgil pressed his face to the window and watched the mountains shrink behind him. Twenty-three years in those hollers, and he'd never once seen the other side of them until now. His reflection stared back from the glass— sharp cheekbones his Cherokee grandmother had given him, pale blue eyes from his daddy's Irish stock, and a stubborn set to his jaw that belonged to no one but himself.
	The conductor called out stations like a preacher reading scripture: "Lexington! Louisville! All aboard for Chicago!" But Virgil wasn't going that far. He had a name scrawled on a piece of paper— Mickey Torrino, a cousin of a cousin who'd made good in the liquor trade. Mickey supposedly needed men who knew their way around a still, men who wouldn't flinch when the law came knocking.
	The city announced itself long before you could see it— a brown smudge against the horizon, smoke rising like incense from a thousand chimneys. As the train pulled closer, the buildings grew taller, stacked up against the sky like a child's blocks. Virgil had never seen anything so tall, so many people crammed into so small a space.
	When the train finally shuddered to a stop, the platform swarmed with bodies. Newsboys hawked papers with headlines about gang wars and federal raids. Women in short skirts and shorter pants pushed past men in worn overalls. The air tasted of exhaust fumes, fried onions, and something else— possibility, maybe, or just corruption dressed up pretty.
	Virgil shouldered his duffel and followed the crowd into the station proper. Electric lights buzzed overhead like angry hornets, brighter than anything they'd ever strung up back home. A Negro man in a red cap approached him, hand outstretched.
	"Carry your bag, sir? Know where you're headed?"
	Virgil shook his head and kept walking. He'd learned early not to trust anyone who wanted something from you before they even knew your name.
	The address on his paper led him through a maze of narrow streets that smelled like piss and rotting vegetables. Tenements rose on either side like canyon walls, laundry hanging from fire escapes like prayer flags. Children played in the gutters, their laughter sharp and wild. An old Italian woman swept her stoop and eyed him suspiciously as he passed.
	Mickey Torrino's place turned out to be a barbershop on the ground floor of a brick building that had seen better decades. A striped pole spun lazily outside, and through the window, Virgil could see men getting shaved while they read newspapers and argued about baseball. The sign on the door said "Closed," but light spilled from the back room.
	Virgil knocked.
	The door opened to reveal a short, thick-set man with arms like ham hocks and eyes that missed nothing. "We're closed," he said, already starting to shut the door.
	"Mickey Torrino?"
	The man paused. "Who's asking?"
	"Name's Virgil Boone. Tommy Marconi back in Harlan County said you might have work for a man who knows his way around a still."
	Mickey's expression didn't change, but he stepped aside to let Virgil in. The barbershop smelled of bay rum and something sharper underneath - the chemical bite of good alcohol. Three chairs sat empty, their leather cracked with age. A mirror ran along the back wall, reflecting Virgil's uncertain face back at him.
	"Tommy Marconi," Mickey said thoughtfully, testing the name. "Little wop with the gimpy leg? Used to run numbers?"
	"That's him."
	"He's dead."
	Virgil felt his stomach drop. "Dead?"
	"Federal raid last month. Somebody tipped them off about his operation." Mickey moved to one of the chairs and began wiping down the arms with a rag. "Funny thing about tips - they usually come from people who know where to look."
	The threat was subtle but unmistakable. Virgil set his duffel down carefully and kept his hands visible. "I ain't no informant. Tommy was my cousin's boy. I'm just looking for honest work."
	Mickey laughed, a sound like gravel in a tin cup. "Honest work. In this business." He tossed the rag into a bin and turned to face Virgil fully. "You ever kill a man, Boone?"
	"No sir."
	"Ever want to?"
	Virgil thought about his daddy, drunk on rotgut and swinging his fists at anything that moved. He thought about the mine foreman who'd docked his pay for taking time off to bury his mother. He thought about a dozen small cruelties that had driven him from the only home he'd ever known.
	"Once or twice."
	Mickey nodded approvingly. "Good. Honest answer. A man who says he's never wanted to kill nobody is either a liar or a saint, and I’ve got no use for either." He walked to the back of the shop and pushed open a door Virgil hadn't noticed. "Come on. Let me show you what honest work looks like in this town."
	The back room was small and cluttered, filled with the kind of equipment Virgil recognized - copper tubing, glass bottles, wooden barrels that smelled of charcoal and corn mash. But the scale was different. Where his daddy's operation back home had been built for a few dozen gallons a week, this setup could produce ten times that much.
	"Pretty, ain't she?" Mickey ran his hand along a gleaming copper still that looked like it had been built by someone who actually knew what they were doing. "German engineering. He bought it off a brewery that went legitimate after Prohibition hit. She can turn out a hundred gallons of the smoothest stuff you ever tasted, assuming the man running her knows what he's doing."
	"I know stills," Virgil said. “I’ve been running them since I was twelve."
	"Mountain stills. Sour mash and rotgut. This here's a different animal." Mickey picked up a bottle from a nearby table and handed it to Virgil. The liquid inside was clear as spring water, with no trace of the yellow tinge that marked amateur work. "Go ahead. Try it."
	Virgil uncorked the bottle and took a careful sip. The whiskey went down smooth as silk, with just enough bite to let you know it meant business. It was better than anything his daddy had ever produced, better than most of the legal stuff he'd tasted before Prohibition.
	"Jesus," he whispered.
"Not quite," Mickey said with a grin. "But close. That's a hundred and twenty proof and smooth enough to serve to a church lady. The question is, can you make it?"
	Virgil handed the bottle back. "Give me the right equipment and the right grain, I can make anything."
	"The right grain costs money. Equipment costs more. And if the feds come calling, it costs your freedom." Mickey's expression hardened. "This ain't the mountains, boy. People here don't mind their own business. They got a stake in everybody else's business. You run afoul of the wrong people, you don't just lose your still. You lose everything."
	"What kind of wrong people?"
	"The kind that wear badges. The kind that don't. The kind that sing hymns on Sunday and cut throats on Monday." Mickey moved to a window and peered through the blinds at the street outside. "There's a war brewing in this city, Boone. Everybody's picking sides. The question is, which side are you going to be on when the shooting starts?"
	Virgil thought about the train ride, about the mountains shrinking behind him, about the life he'd left in the hollers - scraping for pennies, watching good men die in cave-ins, listening to his daddy rant about how the world owed him something better.
	"The winning side," he said.
	Mickey turned back to him and smiled. It wasn't a particularly nice smile, but it was genuine. "All right then. We'll start you at twenty dollars a week plus a cut of whatever you can produce above quota. You'll work nights, sleep during the day, and keep your mouth shut about everything you see or hear. Fair enough?"
	Twenty dollars a week was more money than Virgil had seen in his entire life back home. "Fair enough."
	"Good. There's a boarding house two blocks north of here. Mrs. Kowalski rents rooms cheaply and doesn't ask questions. Tell her Mickey sent you." He walked to a desk in the corner and pulled out a piece of paper. "Write down your real name, where you're from, and who might come looking for you if you disappear."
	Virgil hesitated. “Are you expecting me to disappear?"
	"In this business, it pays to be prepared." Mickey handed him a pencil. "Don't worry. If you're straight with me, I'm straight with you. But if you're planning to run a game on me, I'd rather know about it up front."
	Virgil took the pencil and wrote: Virgil Boone, Harlan County, Kentucky. Sister Hattie (presumed dead). Father Josiah (don't care). Mother Rebecca (buried 1924).
	Mickey read the paper and nodded. "Sorry about your mother. And your sister."
	"House fire," Virgil said. "Couldn't get to her in time."
	"Fires are bad business. Had one myself, a few years back. Lost everything." Mickey folded the paper and put it in his pocket. "But that's the thing about fires - sometimes they clear the ground for something better to grow."
	He walked to the front of the shop and flipped the sign from "Closed" to "Open." Through the window, Virgil could see people starting to gather on the sidewalk - men who needed shaves, women who needed gossip, children who needed somewhere to be that wasn't home.
	"One more thing, Boone," Mickey said without turning around. "There's gonna be folks who want to be your friend real quick. Folks who buy you drinks and ask you questions about where you come from and what you're doing. Be polite. Be friendly. But remember - in this business, information is more dangerous than dynamite. The less people know about you, the longer you'll live to enjoy your money."
	Virgil picked up his duffel. "Any particular folks I should watch out for?"
	Mickey's reflection in the barbershop mirror looked older suddenly, more tired. "All of them," he said. "Every damn one of them."
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