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The dog lifted his head off her boot when the bell went.

June didn't look up from the invoice she was marking. "Counter's open, Dex. You got legs."

But Dex was in the back pulling fifty-pound salt blocks off a pallet, and the dog had already put his chin back down, so she capped the pen and walked out from behind the register with her arms crossed and her weight on one hip and looked at what the bell had brought her.

Roy Sutterman. Six-three, two-forty, ran eight hundred head of mixed cattle on leased BLM ground south of Elfrida, and owed Dragoon Feed & Tack eleven hundred dollars that had been sitting on the books since April.

"Roy."

"June."

"You here to settle up or here to add to it?"

He took his hat off and turned it in his hands the way men did when they were working up to asking for something they knew they weren't going to get. "I need a half ton of alfalfa cubes on account."

"No."

"June—"

"You've got eleven hundred on the books since April, Roy. I told you in June, I told you in July, and I'm telling you now in September. You settle what you owe or you pay cash at the counter like everybody else."

He was a foot taller than her and outweighed her by a hundred pounds and he couldn't hold her eyes. She watched him work through the stages—embarrassment, irritation, the brief flicker of a man who was used to being bigger than the conversation—and come out the other end holding his hat like a kid outside the principal's office.

"I can do three hundred today," he said.

"Then you can have three hundred worth of cubes. Cash."

He paid it. He didn't like it. He took his cubes and his receipt and his hat and went back out to his truck, and June wrote the three hundred against his balance and put the pen down and stood behind her counter with one hand on the dog's ear, watching the lot through the window.

The truck at the end of her drive had been there again last night.

She'd been living with it for three weeks now—the dome light burning steady at the mouth of her road, parked where the county two-track met the pavement, far enough back that she couldn't read a plate and close enough that she was supposed to see it. Every night. Same spot. Same patient glow.

The first week she'd told herself it was kids or drunks or somebody lost on the backroads coming out of the Dragoons. The second week she'd loaded her grandfather's .30-30 and leaned it inside the front door.

The third week Nolan Reese had sent a man into this store with a folded piece of paper and a number on it, and the number had been twice what the ten acres was worth and the man had smiled like he was doing her a kindness.

She'd laughed in his face. Told him to tell his boss she wasn't selling if the number had six more zeros on it. The man had nodded once, folded the paper back into his pocket, and walked out without another word.

Two days later, Reese sent a second man. Different face, same folded paper, same number. She'd laughed harder that time, and the man had looked at her the way you look at someone who doesn't understand what's about to happen to them.

The dome light started that night.

June scratched behind the dog's ear and watched the lot empty out in the late-afternoon light. Dragoon Feed & Tack sat on the edge of a nothing town at the edge of a nothing highway, and the sun was already going copper behind the Dragoons and the shadows were running long across the gravel. Two more hours on the clock. Then thirty miles of two-lane back to the mouth of Sulphur Canyon, and the colts that needed working, and the hay that needed moving, and the fence that needed checking where something had hit it last week—hit it clean, with wire cutters, three strands snipped and folded back neat as a gate.

She hadn't reported that either.

Reporting meant the sheriff's office in Bisbee, and the sheriff's office in Bisbee meant a deputy who would drive out, look at cut wire, write something on a pad, and drive away. And then the wire would get cut again.

She knew how this worked. She'd watched her grandfather hold that ground against the BLM, against the county, against two different neighbors who thought a man who broke horses for other people's money didn't have the right to keep his own fence. He'd held it with his hands and his back and a stubbornness that went deeper than the bedrock under the barn, and he'd died on it at seventy-four still holding, and he'd left it to her because she was the only person alive who understood what it cost.

She wasn't selling. She wasn't leaving.

She was going to stand behind this counter until five o'clock and then she was going to drive home and work two colts and check her fence and look at that dome light burning at the end of her drive, and she was going to do it again tomorrow and the day after that until Nolan Reese ran out of folded papers and patient men.

Dex came out of the back with his shirt soaked through and his hands chalky with salt. "Sutterman pay?"

"Three hundred."

"Out of eleven."

"Out of eleven." She leaned her hip against the counter. "He'll come back Thursday."

"They always do." He looked at her across the register. "You alright? You look like you haven't slept in a week."

"I'm fine, Dex."

He had the good sense not to push it. He went back to his salt blocks, and the dog resettled on her boot, and June stood at the counter with her arms crossed watching the light go gold and then orange and then the color of old copper over the mountains, and she thought about dome lights and cut wire and men who smiled at you while they took things away.

She closed the store at five and locked it behind her and drove the thirty miles home with the windows down and the radio off, because the wind was the only thing louder than the noise inside her head. The two-track off the highway was washboard and caliche, rutted from last month's rain, and she took it the way she always took it—fast, with both hands on the wheel and the truck complaining under her.

The canyon opened up at the mouth where her grandfather's fence started, ten acres of hard ground with a barn, a round pen, a house that leaned slightly east, and enough flat to run a dozen head if you didn't mind them sharing the creosote and the rattlesnakes. It wasn't pretty ground. It wasn't valuable ground, not for ranching, not for building. It was worth exactly what a dead man's stubbornness and a living woman's refusal to leave could make it worth, and June had decided a long time ago that was enough.

Two colts stood in the round pen watching her truck come down the road, and she could feel her shoulders drop six inches when she saw them. Other people's horses, boarded for money she needed and work she would have done for free. A three-year-old bay gelding with too much go and not enough sense, and a four-year-old sorrel mare who'd been handled badly and flinched when a hand came at her wrong.

June changed into work boots in the cab, pulled her gloves out from behind the seat, and went to work.

She started with the mare because the mare needed patience more than she needed skill, and patience was the thing June had learned earliest and held longest. She worked her on a long line in the round pen, asking for nothing but forward motion and a soft eye, letting the horse figure out at her own speed that the woman on the other end of the rope was not going to jerk, was not going to shout, was not going to do any of the things that had taught a four-year-old animal to flinch every time something moved at the edge of her vision.

The mare gave her a lick and a chew after twenty minutes, and June brought her in and rubbed her neck and stood there with one hand on the warm muscle of the horse's shoulder and the other hanging loose at her side, watching the canyon go dark around her.

The bay gelding was a different conversation. He wanted to run and he wanted to argue about it, and June let him do both for fifteen minutes and then brought him down to a working trot with nothing but her body and her voice and the long slow patience that her grandfather had beaten into her the same way she was putting it into this horse—by being there, every day, doing the same thing, until the lesson went deeper than memory.

She worked him until the light was gone and the stars were punching through the black overhead and her arms ached from the rope and her boots were full of dust. She put both horses up and threw them hay and checked the water and stood at the round pen rail for a long minute, listening.

Coyotes up in the Dragoons. The tick of her truck engine cooling. Wind through the creosote, dry and sharp and smelling like the desert always smelled at night—like something old and something clean and something that had never once belonged to anybody.

And underneath all of it, the low idle of an engine at the end of her drive.

She walked around the barn and looked.

The truck was back. Same spot where the two-track met the pavement, fifty yards from her gate. Dome light on. The man behind the wheel lifted two fingers off the steering wheel, slow and deliberate, and held them there.

So she'd see it. So she'd know he wanted to be seen.

June stood at the corner of her barn with her hands at her sides and looked at that dome light and felt the thing she'd been refusing to feel for three weeks settle into her chest like a stone. Not fear, exactly. Something colder and heavier than fear—the understanding that patience was a weapon, and Nolan Reese had more of it than she did.

She turned away from the dome light and went back to the round pen and picked up the lead rope and coiled it because the work was the only thing that had ever made the world go quiet, and because she had stopped sleeping anyway.

She was halfway through the second coil when she heard the bike.

Not from the highway. From up the canyon, coming down the two-track from the Dragoon side, the engine note dropping through gears on the grade. She'd heard it before—three times this week, always late, always slow, the rider picking his way down the washed-out stretch like he was reading the ground instead of riding it.

The headlight swung across her fence line and then across the round pen, and she stood there in the wash of light with the lead rope in her hands and watched him go past. Slow. Steady. The bike leaned into the curve at her gate and straightened on the two-track heading for the pavement, and she caught herself standing at the rail watching him go instead of putting the colt up.

The compass-rose tattoo on his throat caught the light for half a second as he passed under her yard lamp, and then he was past and the engine note was dropping away down the canyon, and June stood there holding a coiled rope in the dark, listening to the sound of him fade into the sound of the coyotes and the wind.

She shook her head. Put the rope on its hook. Latched the tack room. Walked toward the house.

The headlights hit her from behind.

Not the bike. Not the truck at the end of the drive. Four sets of headlights, swinging off the pavement onto her two-track, coming fast, the engines gunning on the grade. Four trucks in a line, high beams blazing, spreading across the road so nothing could get past them.

They came through her gate like they owned it and fanned out across her drive and the doors opened all at once, and the men who got out of them walked straight at her.
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The washed-out stretch ran sixty yards down a ten-percent grade where last month's rain had carved the two-track down to bare caliche and loose rock the size of a man's fist. Compass had been riding it all week, working out whether a formation could take it loaded or whether he'd have to route the fall run the long way around through Benson, and every night the answer was the same—maybe, if the lead bikes walked it and the trucks took the shoulder, and maybe not if the weather broke again before October.

He came down the last grade with the headlight cutting a narrow line through the creosote and the bike complaining under him on the loose stuff, and he was halfway through plotting the turn at the bottom when he saw the trucks.

Four of them. Fanned out across the drive at the gate of the little ten-acre place he'd been passing all week—the one with the round pen and the woman who worked colts past dark and watched him ride by like she was deciding whether to be bothered by it. High beams on. Engines running. And in the middle of it, pinned between the bed of her own truck and the nearest man's chest, the woman.

Four on one. In her own yard.

Compass didn't think about it. Thinking was for the map table. He dumped the bike sideways in the gravel thirty yards short of the gate, hit the ground already moving, yanked the tire iron from the saddlebag strap, and went through the fence gap at a dead run.

The first one had his hand on her arm and his back to the road.

Compass hit him across the forearm with everything the tire iron had. The bone broke with a sound like a green branch snapping, and the man screamed and went to his knees in the gravel, and by the time the scream registered on the other three Compass was already past him.

The second one turned into it. Compass took him across the outside of the knee and felt the joint go sideways under the iron and the man dropped like his strings had been cut, grabbing at his leg with both hands and howling.

The third one got his fists up. Credit for that. Compass feinted low with the iron and came across his jaw with a bare left hand that had twenty years of truck stops and loading docks behind it, and the man's head snapped sideways and he sat down in the dust and didn't get back up.

The fourth one was fast. He got a hand inside his jacket—going for something, a blade or worse—and Compass closed the distance in two steps and caught the hand coming out and bent it backward until the wrist gave, and then took the elbow above it and hyperextended it over his own forearm until that gave too. The man went to the dirt making a sound that wasn't quite a scream and wasn't quite a word, cradling the arm against his chest.

Four men. Maybe twelve seconds.

Compass stood in the middle of them breathing hard with the tire iron hanging from his right hand and blood on his knuckles that wasn't his, and he looked at the woman.

She was leaning against the side of her truck with her arms crossed and blood on her mouth where somebody had hit her, and she was looking at him the way she'd look at a thunderstorm that had blown through her yard—impressed in spite of herself and not about to say so.

"There's a rifle behind the seat of my truck," she said.

He stared at her.

"A .30-30. Loaded. I was about eleven seconds from having it in my hands when you decided to come in here like a damn rodeo clown with a tire iron."

"You had four men on you."

"I can count." She wiped the blood off her mouth with the back of her hand and didn't flinch doing it. "Three of them were between me and the truck. I was working on the geometry."

Compass looked at her standing in her own gate with her braid half undone and blood drying on her lip and her arms crossed like she was the one in charge of this situation, and something shifted in his chest that he didn't have a name for and didn't try to find one.

"You handled yourself," he said.

She blinked. It was the first time he'd seen her off balance, and it lasted about a half second. "I was handling myself fine before you showed up."

"I know."

"Then what was the tire iron for?"

"Four on one." He said it like that explained everything, and for him it did. A woman alone against four men in her own yard—that was the kind of math that didn't need a second opinion.

She looked at him for a long moment with those sharp, unmanageable eyes, and he watched her decide not to argue with it. Not to accept it either. Just to file it somewhere she could look at it later.

The man with the broken forearm was trying to get to his feet. Compass put a boot on his shoulder and pushed him back down without looking away from her.

"Who sent you?" he said to the ground.

The man whimpered something about his arm.

"Your arm's broken. You'll live. Who sent you?"

"Go to hell."

June pushed off her truck and walked over and stood above him with her hands on her hips. "Dale Prewitt sent you. I've seen your truck at the end of my drive for three weeks."

The man on the ground looked up at her and then at Compass and did the math on his situation—four men down, a woman who wasn't afraid of him, and a stranger with a tire iron who clearly hadn't finished deciding how much damage to do.

"Prewitt runs a crew for a man named Reese," he said. "We're supposed to make you want to sell."

"How's that working out for you?" June said.

The man had nothing for that. Compass almost smiled.

"What does Reese want with her ground?" Compass asked.

"The road." The man was cradling his arm and sweating through his shirt. "Reese needs the road that goes past her place up the canyon. Only way into the ranch buildings at the head of Sulphur Canyon. He's building something up there—fights, big money, guys coming up from Juárez and down from Phoenix. He can't run it without the road."

Compass went still.

The road past her place was the same road he'd been scouting all week. The same two-track that connected to the network of backroads and old mining trails the Tombstone MC had been riding for years. Reese wasn't just pressuring a woman off her land—he was setting up an operation on territory the club rode.

"Get up," Compass said. "All of you. Get in your trucks and go."

The man with the broken forearm looked at June. "Reese isn't going to stop."

"Tell Reese he can come talk to me himself," she said. "I'll be right here."

They loaded up slow and ugly, two of them helping the one with the bad knee and the one with the broken jaw sitting in a truck bed spitting blood. The fourth drove one-handed with his ruined arm held against his belly. Four trucks backed out through her gate and turned onto the two-track and crawled toward the pavement with their taillights red and getting smaller.

The dome-light truck at the end of the drive pulled out behind them. Gone.

June watched them go with her arms crossed and the blood drying on her lip, and Compass watched June.

She was taller than he'd thought from the bike. Hard and slim and standing like she'd grown out of this ground and wasn't coming off it for anybody. Hay dust on her jeans and rope burn on her hands and not a single part of her that looked like it needed saving. She just needed the math to be fair, and four on one wasn't fair, and that was the only reason he was standing in her yard.

"You ride past here every night," she said without looking at him.

"Scouting the road."

"For what?"

"My club runs a route through this canyon. I'm the road captain. It's my job to know every way through."

She turned to look at him then. Her eyes moved over the cut on his vest—the Tombstone MC patch, the Road Captain rocker—and then to the compass rose tattooed on his throat, and then to his face.

"You're one of those bikers from up near Tombstone."

"Yes ma'am."

"Don't ma'am me. I'm thirty-one, not sixty." She wiped her lip again and winced. "You got a name, or do I just call you the rodeo clown?"

"Compass."

"That your real name?"

"It's the one that matters."

She studied him for another long moment, standing in the dark in her own yard with the coyotes going in the hills and his bike lying on its side in her gravel, and Compass had the sudden and absolute certainty that he was not going to be able to stop thinking about this woman.

"June Kessler," she said. "And you're picking your bike up before you leave. I'm not hauling it out of my road in the morning."

He picked the bike up. Checked it over—scratched tank, bent mirror, nothing that mattered. When he straightened she was still standing there, arms crossed, watching him the way she watched everything—like she was deciding how much of it to allow.

"Reese's people said he needs this road," Compass said. "That road runs through territory my club rides. That makes this club business."

"It's my business. My land, my road, my problem."

"It's both."

"I didn't ask for your help."

"Didn't ask for yours either." He nodded toward her truck. "You were eleven seconds from handling it yourself. I just got there at ten."

Something moved across her face—not a smile, not quite, but the shadow of one, and it hit him harder than any of the four men had.

"I need to make a call," he said. "My president needs to hear about Reese and what he's doing on our road."

"Your road."

"Our road. Yours and ours. Same stretch of dirt."

She looked at him. Looked at the dark where the trucks had gone. Looked back at him.

"Make your call," she said. "I'll be inside. Don't come to the door—I've had enough men on my property for one night."

She turned and walked toward her house without looking back, and Compass stood in her yard with blood on his hands and the tire iron still warm against his leg and watched her go, and he already knew he was going to see her again, and he already knew it wasn't going to be because of the road.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


She drove herself.

He told her to ride with him. She told him where he could put that idea. He told her the road wasn't safe. She told him she'd been driving that road since before he knew it existed, and if he wanted to follow her he could follow her, but nobody was driving her anywhere in the dark like she was cargo.

He followed her.

Thirty miles of two-lane with a single headlight in her mirror the whole way, steady and patient, never closing the distance, never falling back. She could have lost him in half a dozen places—the cutoff past St. David, the ranch roads south of Benson—but she didn't, and she didn't think too hard about why she didn't.

The compound sat on a hill outside Tombstone proper where an old stagecoach station had been converted into something that looked like a fort built by men who liked motorcycles. Adobe walls, steel reinforcement, a yard full of bikes gleaming under work lights. She pulled through the gate and parked her truck in the open and got out with hay dust still on her jeans and rope burn still on her hands and blood still crusted on her lip, and she walked into that yard like she walked into everything—straight ahead, weight forward, daring it to be a problem.

Compass came in behind her and killed the engine, and before the sound died three men were off the porch and crossing the yard toward them. Big men. Hard faces. The kind of men who moved like they expected the ground to get out of their way.

"Compass." The one in front was the biggest—shaved head, tombstones tattooed down both forearms, a grin that said he'd been hoping something interesting would happen tonight. "Boothill's in the chapel. Said get her inside."

"Her has a name," June said.

The big man looked down at her. She was a foot shorter than him and sixty pounds lighter and she looked him dead in the face without blinking.

The grin widened. "What's your name, darlin'?"

"June Kessler. And I'm not your darlin'."

He looked at Compass. "I like her."

"She's not here for you to like." Compass put his hand on the small of her back—light, barely there, but she felt it through her shirt like a brand. "Chapel. Now."

June let the hand stay. She wasn't sure why she let the hand stay.

The chapel was a room at the back of the main building with a long scarred table, church-pew benches, and the smell of leather and cigarette smoke baked into the walls. Six men sat around that table, and the one at the head of it looked at her the way a loaded gun looks at a room—quiet, still, taking the measure of everything before a single word got spoken.

She knew who he was without being told. The president. Boothill. She'd heard the name around town the way you hear thunder from a long way off—you don't see the lightning but you know it's there.

"Sit down, Ms. Kessler."

She sat. Not because he told her to. Because her lip was throbbing and her hands were shaking—had been shaking since the trucks left her yard—and she wasn't going to let anyone in this room see her shake on her feet.

Compass didn't sit. He stood behind her and slightly to her left, close enough that she could feel the heat of him against her shoulder, and he laid it out.

"Nolan Reese." His voice was different in this room—harder, flatter, every word placed like a stone. "He's running unsanctioned fights out of the ranch buildings at the head of Sulphur Canyon. Money coming up from Juárez, down from Phoenix. He's been trying to buy June's ten acres because the only road into those buildings goes past her gate."

"She wouldn't sell," one of the brothers said. Not a question.

"She laughed in their faces. Twice." Compass paused. "Tonight he sent four men to her gate to change her mind. I was scouting the washed-out stretch when I came across them holding her against her truck."

The room shifted. Not a sound, not a movement she could point to—just a change in the air, the way the pressure drops before a storm.

"Four men on one woman," the president said quietly.

"She had it under control."

Every head in the room turned to look at her, and June sat in that heavy silence with her arms crossed and her chin up and did not explain herself.

"The road Reese needs," Compass went on, "is the same two-track we ride for the fall route. Same road I've been scouting all week. He's got armed men turning traffic back on club territory, and he stood up the whole operation without so much as a word to us."

The president leaned back. His eyes hadn't left June's face.

"Ms. Kessler. This man has offered you money and you've turned it down. He's sent men to your gate and my road captain put them down. What do you think happens next?"

"He sends more men."

"Yes he does." Boothill's voice was the quietest thing in the room and the heaviest. "This is club business now. Reese is operating on territory we ride, using a road we've been running for years, and putting hands on a woman in our backyard. That stops."

"It's my backyard," June said. "My land. My road. My problem."

"It's both," Compass said behind her. The same thing he'd said at her gate.

"It's ours," Boothill corrected. "Whether you like the sound of that or not."

She didn't like the sound of it. She'd spent her entire life not liking the sound of men who told her what her ground was and who it belonged to and what was going to happen on it. Her grandfather had taught her that—not with words, because he wasn't a
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