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The flat of roses was going to die by Friday and there wasn't a thing Erin could do about it except mark them down to three dollars and let some snowbird's wife feel like she'd stolen something.

She hauled the flat off the display bench and carried it back under the shade house barefoot, her feet black on the concrete from twelve hours of it, and set it down next to the roses that had already quit. Forty dollars of stock baking itself dead in a hundred-and-six-degree afternoon. She'd been tracking the number all week without writing it down, because writing it down made it an accounting problem instead of a weather problem, and weather she could stand.

The shade cloth popped overhead in a gust off the highway. She caught the edge of the frame, checked the tie-down, and moved on.

Her hands were dirt to the elbow. They'd been dirt to the elbow since five this morning and they'd be dirt to the elbow when she locked the register, and it had never once occurred to her to wash them before she touched anything or anyone. A nursery was dirt. You lived in it or you sold insurance.

Walt Drucker came up the center aisle at ten to six with his hat in his hand, which meant he wanted something and couldn't figure out how to not pay for it. He was seventy-four and ran cattle on a place east of the Dragoons that hadn't carried a decent herd in three years, and he'd been coming to her lot since she opened it and pretending he was just looking.

"Walt." She pulled two boxes of tomato starts off the back bench and set them on the counter in front of him. "Take these home."

"I got money, Erin."

"Take them home."

He looked at the boxes and then at her and she could see the kind of year he was having in the way his jaw worked. She'd seen it in a dozen ranchers this season. The ones who were making it didn't come in at ten to six with their hat in their hand.

"I'll bring you some the first week they come in," he said.

"You will not. Take the boxes."

He took the boxes.

She watched him load them into his truck and pull out onto the Douglas highway, and she did not ring up either one and did not write it down, because it wasn't an accounting problem either. It was just the right thing.

The shade cloth popped again. She retied it, then walked the propagation house checking the mist heads, then came back out into the blinding late-afternoon light and stood with one hand on her hip looking at her lot the way she looked at it every night at this hour — counting what was left, what had moved, what would need to come in on Thursday's run to the wholesale market. The numbers were adequate. They had been adequate for two years running, which was as much as she had ever promised herself when she'd bought this place at twenty-nine with forty dollars of stock and a dream that had the decency to stay small.

A kid who helped her on Saturdays had moved her irrigation manifold. She found it behind the potting bench, where it did not go, and got short about it to nobody because the kid was already gone. She put it back in its place. Everything she owned had an exact place and God help the man who disturbed it.

She walked back toward the register and her eye caught movement across four lanes of highway.

A man was fueling a bike at the pumps across the road. Big. That was the first thing — not tall-big but heavy-big, all shoulders and a chest that made the gas station canopy look like it had been built for someone else. Shaved head. A beard that came down to the middle of his chest. He stood with one hand on the nozzle and the other hanging at his side, not looking at his phone, not looking at anything, just standing there like a piece of the landscape that happened to breathe.

She caught herself looking twice.

That annoyed her. She had ended that kind of conversation permanently and pleasantly a hundred times in the four years she'd owned this place, and she was not in the business of starting one at six o'clock on a Tuesday while standing in her own lot with dirt to the elbow and a flat of dead roses at her feet.

She turned back to the register.

But the pressure had been circling for weeks in things she had not let herself add up. A car idling at the end of her drive twice this month — not turning in, not leaving, just sitting there with the engine running until she came out on the porch, and then pulling away slow enough to make sure she saw it go. Danny's footlocker still shoved under the bottom shelf in the shed, eight months after they buried him in a county plot in Willcox with four people standing in the heat and none of them his employer. She hadn't opened it. She hadn't moved it. She had shoved it under the shelf the day he'd brought it over and told herself it was his business and she would hold it for him, and then he had died in a motel room with product in his bloodstream and the footlocker had become hers by default, and she still hadn't opened it.

She should have opened it.

The light was going amber over the Dragoons and the highway traffic was thinning out to the last trucks heading south for Douglas. She started pulling the display flats in from the roadside, stacking them on the handcart, working fast because the stock that sat in direct sun past six was stock that didn't make it to morning.

She heard the gravel before she saw them.

Two vehicles came up her drive. Not trucks — a sedan and an SUV, both white, both clean, both wrong for this road and this hour. They pulled into her lot side by side and four men got out, and not one of them looked at the stock.

She set the flat down.

The one in front was thick through the chest and going gray at the temples, and he walked toward her with the easy rolling gait of a man who had done this before and expected it to go the way it always went. The other three spread out behind him — one toward the shed, two along the shade house, positioning themselves the way men position themselves when they've been told where to stand.

"Miss Vaughn," the man in front said.

He knew her name. He said it the way you'd say the name on an invoice — flat, already settled, just confirming the details before the transaction.

"We're closed," Erin said.

"This isn't a purchase." He stopped six feet from her. Close enough to talk. Close enough to reach. "You've got a footlocker in your shed that belongs to my employer. Gray steel, combination lock, about yea big." He held his hands apart. "Your brother left it here before he passed, and we've been patient about it, but the patience is done now."

The air changed. She felt it the way you feel a pressure drop before a storm — everything still on the surface and everything moving underneath. Danny. The footlocker. Eight months of pretending it was nothing, and here was a man on her gravel telling her exactly what it was.

"I don't know what you're talking about," she said, because it was the only thing to say, and they both knew it was a lie, and he smiled at her like a man accepting a bid he'd already calculated.

"Miss Vaughn." His voice didn't change. "I'm going to walk you back to that shed and you're going to hand it over, and then we're going to drive away and you're never going to hear from us again. That's the version of this that you want."

He closed a hand around her arm.

His grip was professional — not squeezing, not hurting, just moving her, the way you'd move a piece of furniture that was in the way of the thing you came for. She felt the calluses on his palm and the sureness of it, the absolute certainty that she was going to walk where he pointed her because everyone always did.

Erin Vaughn did not move one inch.

She planted her feet on her own gravel in her own lot and looked up at him with dirt to the elbow and dead roses behind her and the kind of stillness that a man who paid attention would have recognized as something other than fear.

"Get your hand off me."

His eyes changed. Not angry. Recalculating.

And across the highway, the man at the pumps set down the nozzle.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2


[image: ]


Brimstone set the nozzle back in the cradle and crossed four lanes of highway on foot without hurrying.

He didn't run. Running was for men who hadn't already decided what they were going to do. He walked across the center line with his boots landing flat on the hot asphalt and his eyes on the lot across the road, reading it the way he used to read a rig floor — where the pressure was, what would give first, who was standing where he shouldn't be.

Four men. One sedan, one SUV. The woman planted on her own gravel with a hand still on her arm and her chin up like she'd bite the next thing that came close to her face.

He liked that. He didn't want to like it.

The thick one holding her arm saw him coming when he was twenty feet out and made the mistake every man like him makes — he let go of the woman to deal with the man, which meant he'd already lost the only leverage he had.

Brimstone took the two nearest her first.

The one on the left had his hand inside his jacket. Brimstone caught that wrist, cranked it up and back, and put him through the shade cloth hard enough to bring the aluminum frame down on top of him. The whole structure folded like a card table — posts, cross-braces, two hundred square feet of shade cloth coming down in a crash of metal and torn fabric that buried the man under it before he'd gotten his weapon clear.

The second was faster. He came off the potting bench with something in his hand — a box cutter, the cheap kind you buy at a hardware store — and Brimstone let him swing once because the angle was wrong and it cost him nothing, then folded him across the potting bench backward with a forearm across his throat and held him there until his eyes went glassy and his hand opened.

The box cutter clattered onto the concrete.

Four seconds. Maybe five.

The thick one — the talker, the one who'd had his hand on her arm — was already moving for the sedan. The fourth man was ahead of him, yanking at the SUV's door handle with the panic of a man who'd just watched the math change.

Brimstone let the SUV go.

He caught the talker at the sedan door. Got a hand in the back of his collar and hauled him off his feet and put him face-first into the gravel hard enough to bounce. The man rolled, grabbed for something at his waistband, and Brimstone stepped on his wrist and bore down until the bones shifted and a compact pistol fell out of fingers that couldn't close anymore.

He picked up the pistol. Tucked it in his belt.

"Name," Brimstone said.

The man's face was in the gravel. His wrist was under a boot. He was breathing in short sharp pulls through a mouthful of dust and blood from where his lip had split on the ground.

"Go to hell."

Brimstone shifted his weight forward. The wrist made a sound like a green stick bending.

"Merrick," the man gasped. "Dale Merrick. I work for—"

"I know who you work for."

He didn't. Not yet. But a man in enough pain fills in the blanks on his own, and Merrick's eyes confirmed everything Brimstone needed — this wasn't freelance, wasn't random, wasn't four men who'd picked a woman's lot for a quick score. This was payroll.

He let Merrick up. Watched him crawl to the sedan, drag himself behind the wheel with one working hand, and pull out after the SUV, fishtailing on the gravel before he hit the highway.

Brimstone stood in the lot and watched them go.

Then he turned around.

She was checking her flats for breakage.

Not calling the police. Not running inside to lock the door. Not crying, not thanking him, not asking him who he was or why he'd just put two men on the ground in her own nursery. She was crouched over the display flat nearest the wrecked shade house, turning pots one at a time, checking root balls, assessing damage the way a woman assesses damage when the stock is her life and everything else can wait its turn.

She stood up. Looked at him.

She was lean and strong and tanned to the sleeve line, with short dark-blonde hair shoved back behind her ears and dirt to the elbow on both arms. She stood closer than she needed to. Close enough that he could smell the soil on her and the copper-sweet scent of the plants behind her and something under both that was just her.

"What do you know?" she said.

No preamble. No gratitude. No fear. Just the question, delivered flat, the way a woman delivers a question when she's already decided she'll handle the answer herself regardless.

He gave her nothing. Not yet. Not until he knew what was in the shed she hadn't mentioned and these men had come for.

She didn't try to fill the silence.

That was the thing that got him. He'd spent ten years being the quietest man in any room, the one who could outlast any conversation just by not having one, and this woman stood three feet from him in the wreckage of her own shade house with her arms crossed over her chest and waited him out without a flicker.

He didn't like noticing that either.

"Shed," he said.

He walked past her. She didn't follow and she didn't try to stop him, which told him she already knew what was in there and had been carrying that weight long enough to be tired of it.

The shed was a corrugated steel box behind the propagation house, padlocked with a Master that wouldn't have kept out a determined teenager. He pulled it off the hasp with one hand and stepped inside.

It was hot and dark and smelled like fertilizer and diesel. Shelving units along both walls, bags of potting mix stacked to the ceiling, a pallet of clay pots, hand tools hung on pegboard. Everything in exact order. Everything in its place.

The footlocker was under the bottom shelf on the left side, shoved back against the wall. Gray steel, combination lock, military surplus. The kind of thing a man buys at a swap meet to hold things he doesn't want found.

He pulled it out.

The lock was cheap. He broke it with a length of rebar from the shelf above it, and the lid came up, and he knew.

Steel dies. Six of them, machined to pharmaceutical tolerances, each one stamped with a different imprint — the kind of imprints you'd find on oxycodone, hydrocodone, Xanax. And under the dies, a composition notebook with a black cover, filled margin to margin in small cramped handwriting. Delivery accounts. Supply chains. Names, dates, quantities. Eleven years of a counterfeit pill operation laid out in a dead man's hand.

Brimstone closed the notebook. Set it back in the footlocker. Looked at the dies for a long time without touching them again.

This wasn't four men.

This was Curtis Vane.

He'd heard the name the way every man in Cochise County had heard it — in the margins, in the quiet between other conversations, a whisper attached to pills that looked real and killed like they weren't. Eleven years of pressing counterfeit product out of a building nobody talked about, moving it through every small town between Douglas and Tucson. The kind of operation that stayed invisible because the man running it had no ego and no limit and replaced his people the way other men replaced tires.

And this woman had been sleeping forty feet from it for eight months.

He carried the footlocker out of the shed and set it on the ground in front of her. She looked at it, then at him, and he watched her face do something complicated — not surprise, because she'd known there was something wrong with that locker since the day her brother brought it over. Recognition. The weight of a thing she'd been carrying without opening finally cracking open in front of her.

"Danny," she said. Just the name. Just her brother's name, said quiet, the way you say a name when the person it belongs to is already in the ground and can't hear you anymore.

Brimstone looked at her standing in her ruined lot with the sun going red behind the Dragoons, dirt to the elbow, a wrecked shade house behind her, and a dead brother's secrets at her feet. She didn't flinch. She didn't fold. She stood there and took it the way a woman takes it when she's been taking things on her own for so long she's forgotten there's any other way.

Something in his chest shifted. Something heavy, something he hadn't felt move in a long time.

He didn't like that either. But he was done pretending it wasn't there.

"You need to call your club," she said.

He looked at her.

"You're wearing a patch," she said. "I can read. Call them."
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The bikes came at full dark.

Erin heard them before she saw them — a low thunder rolling up the Douglas highway that built and built until it turned into her drive, and then headlights swung across the shade houses one after another, throwing shadows off the wrecked frame and the torn cloth she hadn't touched yet. She counted eight bikes and a truck before she stopped counting, and they filled her gravel lot the way a thing fills a space when it intends to own it.

She stood on the porch with her arms crossed and watched them park.

Brimstone was off his bike first. He didn't come to her. He walked to the potting bench and set the footlocker down on it and opened the lid, and the dies caught the porch light like dull teeth.

The man who came up the steps to her was not Brimstone. He was six-two and lean the way rawhide is lean, with a deep desert tan and a scar across his jaw that somebody had put there with something heavy. Dark eyes that measured her before he opened his mouth.

"Boothill," he said. No hand out. Just the name and the eyes.

"Erin Vaughn."

"I know who you are." He looked past her at the ruined shade house. "Walk me through it."

She walked him through it. Not the fight — she didn't care about the fight, and he didn't ask. She walked him through the damage. The aluminum frame bent past straightening, the shade cloth torn in three panels, the stock that had been under it cooking in open sun for four hours now and dying while she watched. She told him what a season of stock was worth in exact numbers — eleven thousand dollars in that shade house alone, four months of propagation, six hundred starts that were three weeks from saleable and would be dead by Friday without cover.

Boothill listened the way a man listens when he's hearing a woman talk about her life, not her problem.

"That frame go up easy?" he asked.

"Nothing about that frame went up easy. I built it myself."

"Then you'll build it again."

It wasn't a question and it wasn't sympathy. It was a statement from a man who understood what it meant to build a thing with your own hands and watch someone tear it down.

She respected him for that.

They walked back to the lot where the brothers were standing around the potting bench, and Brimstone laid his hand flat on the open notebook and told her the name.

"Curtis Vane," he said. "Eleven years. Counterfeit pills — oxy, hydro, benzos. Presses them in a building east of Douglas that nobody talks about and moves them through every small town between here and Tucson."

He said it flat, the way he said everything, but his eyes were on her the whole time, watching for the break. She didn't give him one.

"Including towns that ride under our protection," Boothill said. His voice didn't change at all. It was the same quiet rasp it had been on the porch, but something underneath it had gone very cold. "This man has been running poison down roads we own, killing people in towns we keep, for eleven years. And nobody said his name out loud until tonight."

The yard was quiet. Eight men and the desert dark and the sound of cooling engines ticking in the silence.

"Your brother ran product for him," Brimstone said. "Three years."

"I know what my brother did."

"He died of it."

"I know that too."

She said it without flinching because she had already done her flinching eight months ago in a county morgue in Willcox, standing over a body that didn't look like Danny anymore and signing papers for a burial she paid for with money she didn't have because nobody else was coming. She had done her grief. She was not doing it again in front of eight men in leather.

Boothill leaned against the potting bench and looked at her with those measuring eyes.

"You've had his dies and his customer book in your shed for eight months," he said. "That's his whole operation in a footlocker. Without those dies, he can't press. Without that book, he can't sell. You've been sitting on the one thing that can shut Curtis Vane down, and he knows it."

"Then why did he wait eight months to come for it?"

"Because he's patient," Brimstone said. "And because he wanted to be sure."

Erin looked at the book on the bench. Danny's handwriting, small and cramped, filling every page. Her brother's life reduced to a ledger of poison, and the men who'd sold it to him waiting at the end of her drive for her to hand it back.

She asked the hard question. She asked it in front of all of them, because she was not going to stand in her own lot and pretend she didn't know what she was looking at.

"Are you here for me or for the book?"

Boothill didn't hesitate.

"Both."

The yard stayed quiet. A brother near the back shifted his weight. Somebody's bike ticked.

"The book gives us Vane," Boothill said. "But no woman on our highway stands alone in her own lot against four men while this club has anything to say about it. Those aren't two different things, Miss Vaughn. They never were."

She respected him for not dressing it up. For telling her the truth flat, the way she told it — here's what I need from you and here's what I'll do for you and neither one of us is pretending the other part isn't real.

"I'm not going to your compound," she said.

"Nobody asked you to."

"I'm not leaving my ground."

"Then your ground gets brothers on it tonight and every night until this is done."

She looked at Brimstone. He stood against the potting bench with his arms crossed and his eyes on her and he hadn't said a word about what she should or shouldn't do, and she understood that he wasn't going to, which was either the smartest thing a man had ever done around her or the most dangerous.

"Fine," she said. "Brothers on the property. But I work my nursery every day, I run my schedule, and nobody touches my stock or my shed or my irrigation without asking me first."

Boothill almost smiled. It didn't quite make it to his mouth, but she saw it in his eyes.

"Done."

The brothers spread out after that — two on the drive, two at the back fence, the rest in the lot with engines off and cigarettes going. Erin went inside and made coffee for eleven men because it was the right thing to do and because standing still was not an option, and when she brought it out on a tray Brimstone took a cup without looking at it and his fingers brushed hers and neither of them pulled away.

At midnight she walked out to the shed.

She felt Brimstone behind her. Didn't hear him — he moved quiet for a man his size — but felt him, the way you feel heat from a fire you're not looking at.

"Don't follow me," she said.

He stopped.

She went into the shed alone, pulled the footlocker out, and carried it across her back field in the dark. Four hundred nursery pots in rows under the stars, and she buried it in one
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