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The Panhead rocker arms were worth six hundred dollars and the man trying to buy them for two hundred had sweat rings under both arms and a wedding band he kept twisting while he lied about the market.

"Three fifty," Sadie said from the tailgate, her legs swinging. "And you're still robbing me."

"Two seventy-five. There's pitting on the exhaust side."

"That's patina, Roger. You know that. I know that. Your wife's going to know it when she sees the credit card statement and calls me, because she has my number from the last time you tried this." She turned the rocker arm over in her hand, let the sun catch the machined surface. "Three fifty. You want, I'll throw in the pushrod tubes."

Roger paid three fifty.

Sadie dropped the bills into the steel lockbox bolted under the tailgate and went back to her row. The Benson swap meet spread across four acres of cracked asphalt behind the fairgrounds, a hundred sellers deep on a good Saturday, and today was a good Saturday. She had the whole north aisle — eight feet of folding tables running off the back of her truck, a tarp for shade, and every piece of a dead man's storage unit laid out and priced in her head before the sun cleared the Whetstones.

The unit had cost her four hundred and ten dollars at the Cochise County lien auction three days back. A ten-by-twenty, padlocked, no manifest. The auctioneer cut the lock and swung the door and Sadie was already doing math before the dust settled — a six-drawer Kennedy toolbox, two milk crates of vintage Harley parts, a set of pipe wrenches still in the packaging, boots, work clothes, an arc welder with good leads. She'd put her hand up at three-eighty and a guy from Sierra Vista pushed her to four-ten and she let him see her hesitate before she took it, because she wanted him to think he'd almost won.

She had the unit cleared and loaded in two hours. Drove it back to her trailer outside Saint David, sorted it under the yard light with a beer sweating on the fender. That was when she found the duffel.

Canvas, Army surplus, shoved behind a stack of bald tires in the back corner. Heavy in a way that had nothing to do with canvas. She'd unzipped it on the tailgate with the moths popping against the light and found banded cash — she stopped counting at twelve thousand — and two handguns rolled in a greasy shop rag. A snub-nosed revolver and a black automatic with the serial number ground off.

She'd zipped the duffel shut, put it under the tarp in the truck bed, and opened another beer.

Three days later it was still under the tarp. She hadn't counted the rest of the cash. She hadn't touched the guns again. She hadn't called anybody, because there was nobody to call — not the cops, who would want to know why she'd sat on it for three days, and not the auctioneer, who would want his cut of money that came with filed-off serial numbers. The duffel sat six feet behind her while she worked the swap meet, and every time she leaned back against the truck she could feel it there like a low hum she couldn't turn off.

The rest of the unit was paying fine. She let an old widow named Francine carry off a cast-iron skillet for nothing and told her the Panhead parts had already covered the whole buy, which was true, and Francine patted her arm and told her she was a good girl, which Sadie allowed exactly once per transaction from women over seventy.

"Those rocker arms," said Eddie Chavez, leaning on her table with a coffee. Eddie dealt vintage Harley out of a shop in Tucson and had a eye that Sadie respected, which meant he only cheated her about half the time. "Panhead. 'Fifty-six, maybe 'fifty-seven."

"Fifty-seven. I've got the full top end in the crate. Rocker boxes, heads, the covers. Pushrod tubes. All matching."

Eddie whistled through his teeth. "Only guy who's going to pay right for that is the one running custom work out at Boothill Garage. Tombstone."

"MC shop?"

"Club-run. They do legit custom work on the side. Guy who runs the third bay knows Panheads better than anyone in the county." Eddie took a drink of his coffee. "He's also the vice president of the Tombstone MC, so, you know. Bring your personality."

Sadie grinned. "What's he pay?"

"Fair. Better than fair if you know what you've got, and you know what you've got."

"Then I'm going to enjoy taking him apart on price."

Eddie laughed and moved on down the row, and Sadie went back to her tables. The morning was good — she moved the pipe wrenches to a plumber's apprentice for forty dollars, sold a box of old Life magazines to a dealer from Bisbee, talked a woman out of a lowball offer on the Kennedy toolbox and into a price that made them both feel smart. The sun climbed and the crowd thickened and she worked it the way she'd worked every Saturday since she was nineteen, talking over every buyer who tried to walk her down a dollar, her hands always on whatever she was selling, turning it over and over while she priced it.

She spotted them at eleven-fifteen.

Two men she had never seen, working down the north aisle without buying a thing. One was heavy through the shoulders with a shaved head and prison ink across both hands. The other was thinner, hanging back, watching the heavy one like a dog waiting for a whistle. They weren't browsing. They were asking.

Sadie watched them stop at Ray Molina's table three stalls down. Ray sold power tools out of a van with a crooked registration, and he'd talk to anybody about anything for as long as they'd stand there. The heavy one leaned on Ray's table and said something, and Ray pointed down the aisle toward Sadie's setup without looking.

They came straight for her.

She stayed on the tailgate. Legs swinging. Hands on a socket set she'd been about to price.

The heavy one stopped at her table and picked up a torque wrench without looking at it. His knuckles were flat and scarred and the ink on his hands was jailhouse work — crude crosses, letters she couldn't read from this angle. He set the wrench down and looked at her the way men look at a door they're about to put their boot through.

"You buy out of the Benson lien auction?"

"Every month," Sadie said. "You looking for something specific? I've got hand tools, motorcycle parts, and a very nice arc welder I'll let go for—"

"A unit. Went to lien six weeks back. Ten-by-twenty on the south row."

"I buy a lot of units."

The thin one moved around the end of the table. She tracked him without turning her head.

"This one you'd remember," the heavy one said. "Canvas bag in the back."

Sadie's legs stopped swinging. She kept her face exactly where it was — pleasant, professional, a woman in the middle of a deal. But her heartbeat had just shifted into a gear she didn't like, and the duffel under the tarp behind her felt like it was giving off heat.

"Lot of bags come out of storage units," she said. "I move a lot of inventory. You want to narrow it down, I can check my records."

The heavy one looked at the thin one. Something passed between them that wasn't a word.

Then he put his hands under her table and flipped it.

The folding legs buckled and the whole spread went over into the aisle — socket sets, magazines, a box of old belt buckles scattering across the asphalt. Sadie dropped off the tailgate and landed on her feet as the thin one came around the truck.

"Hey!" Ray Molina was already standing. "What the hell—"

The heavy one grabbed Ray's buyer — a retired schoolteacher named Gary who came every Saturday for the donuts and the company — and drove his face into the asphalt. Gary went down with his glasses snapping under him and a sound that was too wet to be his nose.

Sadie didn't move. People were shouting now, stalls emptying, the whole north aisle pulling back like water from a drain. The thin one had his hand on the tailgate of her truck and was looking at the tarp.

"Don't," Sadie said.

The heavy one let go of Gary and turned back to her. Blood on the asphalt. Broken glasses. A hundred people watching and nobody coming closer.

"You've got something that belongs to a man who wants it back," he said. "You're going to bring it to us, or the next time, it's not going to be a table."

He held her eyes for three full seconds, then turned and walked back down the aisle with the thin one falling in behind him. They didn't hurry. They got into a white Dodge truck at the end of the row and pulled out without looking back.

Sadie stood in her scattered inventory with the sun beating down on her and her hands shaking and the duffel bag six feet away under a tarp that suddenly felt as thin as newspaper.

Gary was sitting up, holding his face. Ray was on his phone. Francine was picking up belt buckles off the asphalt and putting them back in the box with the careful hands of a woman who understood that keeping busy was the only useful thing.

Sadie picked up the table. Set it back on its legs. Started laying her inventory out again, piece by piece, because it was the only thing she knew how to do with her hands when they wouldn't stop shaking.

She knew which bag they came for. She knew it the way she knew the value of everything that passed through her hands — immediately, completely, and with the flat certainty that the price was going to be more than she wanted to pay.

But she was not going to be the one who looked scared.

She finished setting up her table, sold the arc welder to a rancher from Elgin for two hundred cash, and drove home to Saint David with the duffel still under the tarp and a split lip from where she'd bitten through it without noticing.

Tomorrow she was going to Tombstone. She had Panhead parts to sell, and a man to take apart on price, and if the MC shop happened to be run by men who solved problems that couldn't go to the cops — well.

She didn't need their help. She never needed anyone's help.

But she was going to sell them those parts at full ask, and she was going to see what Boothill Garage looked like from the inside, and she was going to keep every option she had on the table.

It was what she did.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


The Shovelhead had a timing issue that was going to cost its owner eleven hundred dollars and Sundown was elbow-deep in the primary when the mud-colored truck rolled through the gate at Boothill Garage like it owned the place.

He watched from under the bike. Scuffed boots hit the gravel — women's, worn to nothing on the heels — and the driver came around to the bed and started unloading a milk crate onto the lot without so much as a hello. He could hear her talking to herself, or to the crate, or to the air, running a number on every piece as she set it down.

"Rocker arms, matched set, 'fifty-seven Panhead, six hundred for the pair. Rocker boxes, original tin, four hundred if they're smart. Heads — oh, these heads." A low whistle. "These heads are worth the drive all by themselves."

Sundown rolled out from under the Shovelhead and stood up.

She was lean and restless, copper-brown hair she hadn't done a thing with, a man's work shirt knotted at the waist over jeans that had seen better years. She had a split lip that was two days old and she held eye contact the way a poker player holds cards — a beat past comfortable, daring him to look away first.

He didn't look away.

"Help you?"

"You run the custom bay?"

"Third bay. Sundown." He wiped his hands on a shop rag and came over to the crate. She'd lined up the parts on the edge of his lot like a jeweler laying out a case. His hands stopped on the rocker arms before his mouth caught up. "'Fifty-seven Pan. Full top end?"

"Rocker arms, boxes, heads, covers, pushrod tubes. All matching numbers." She hopped up on her tailgate and sat there with her legs swinging. "Twelve hundred for the set."

He almost laughed. Almost. The number was high and she knew it was high and she was sitting up there watching him know it, and the grin on her face said she was going to enjoy every second of the negotiation.

"Eight fifty," he said. "There's scoring on the intake port."

"That's not scoring, that's carbon buildup. Hit it with walnut shell and you'll see virgin aluminum underneath. Eleven hundred."

"Nine."

"Ten fifty, and I'll throw in the pushrod tubes. Which I was going to charge you separately for, so you should feel good about this."

She talked with her hands. Every piece she referenced, she picked up and turned over, showing him exactly what he was buying with the confidence of someone who had priced ten thousand objects in her life and been wrong about six of them. She was funny and she was fast and she ran her mouth like a engine with the governor pulled, and every angle he worked came back at him sharper than he'd sent it.

His easy charm — the slow grin, the border-bar drawl that had been closing deals and opening doors since he was twenty — slid straight off her like rain off chrome.

He liked watching it fail. He liked it more than he would have liked it landing.

"A thousand even," he said. "Final offer."

"A thousand and you buy me lunch."

"Lady, I don't even know your name."

"Sadie Lang." She stuck her hand out from the tailgate. "And you owe me a sandwich."

He took her hand. Her grip was dry and strong and she held it a half-second longer than the deal required, and he let her.

"Sundown. You already got that." He nodded at the split in her lip. "That come with the parts?"

The grin dropped. Not all the way — she was too good a dealer to let her whole face go — but the light behind it shifted. She pulled her hand back and picked up a rocker arm, turning it over like she was pricing it again.

"Comes with the territory," she said. "Storage auctions aren't all antique quilts and old coins."

She was lying. Not about the auctions — about the lip. She was keeping the truck between herself and the road, and she'd parked nose-out in a lot where every other vehicle was pulled in. She was watching the gate the way a woman watches a door she expects someone to come through.

Sundown leaned against the truck bed next to her. Close enough that his arm was six inches from her knee. He didn't crowd her and he didn't back off, and she noticed both.

"You drove forty minutes to sell me parts you could have moved at the Benson swap meet," he said. "Full top end like this, Eddie Chavez would have brokered it for you in a phone call."

"Eddie's the one who sent me to you."

"Eddie sent you to me because I pay right. But you didn't come for the price." He looked at her straight. "You came because Eddie told you this was an MC shop, and you've got trouble that doesn't go to the cops."

She held his eyes. He could see her running the math — what to say, how much, whether he was worth the risk. Her legs had stopped swinging.

"I came to sell Panhead parts," she said. "Anything else is a separate transaction."

He grinned. Couldn't help it. "Fair enough."

The three men came through the gate before he could say anything else.

They came in a black Silverado with mud on the plates, and they didn't park — the truck rolled to a stop in the middle of the lot with the engine still running. The driver was thick through the chest, sunburned, with a face like a clenched fist. The two who got out of the back seats were younger and moved like men who'd been told what to do before they arrived.

Sundown stepped off the truck and put himself between Sadie and the Silverado without thinking about it. His hand found the wrench on the workbench behind him the same way.

"We're closed," he said.

"Not here for a tune-up." The driver looked past him at Sadie. "There she is. The girl who buys other people's property."

Sadie didn't move off the tailgate. "Everything I buy, I buy legal. Lien auction, receipt on file. You want to dispute the sale, there's a courthouse in Bisbee."

"This isn't a courthouse kind of conversation."

The two younger ones were spreading. One moving toward the roll-up door on the left, the other circling toward the parts counter where Coyote — the prospect working the front — was already reaching under the register. Sundown tracked them both without turning his head.

In the second bay, Primer set down a bore gauge and picked up a ball-peen hammer. He didn't say a word. He didn't need to.

"Last chance," Sundown said to the driver. "Turn around, drive out, and tell whoever sent you that this woman sold parts at a licensed garage on club ground. Which makes her our business now."

The driver's eyes flicked to the patch on Sundown's cut. Vice President. Then to the Tombstone MC bottom rocker. Then to Primer, standing in the second bay doorway with a hammer hanging from one hand and a look on his face like he was deciding where to start.

"We're not here for the club," the driver said. "We're here for what she took."

"She didn't take anything. She bought it. There's a difference." Sundown let his thumb run along the wrench head. "And you just walked onto club property, put hands on club business, and eyeballed a woman standing in my shop. So you're here for the club whether you meant to be or not."

The driver went for the gun in his waistband, and Sundown was already moving.

He caught the man's wrist before the gun cleared and drove the wrench into his elbow. The joint buckled sideways with a sound like a green branch snapping, and the gun hit the concrete. Sundown kicked it under the lift and put the driver through the roll-up door hard enough to bow the aluminum, and the man went down in the gravel with his arm hanging wrong and his mouth open on a sound he couldn't get out.

The bay erupted.

Primer took the one by the parts counter — two steps, the hammer came up and then down on the man's hand as it reached for something in his jacket, and the scream that followed cleared every bird off the roof. Coyote came over the counter and put him on the floor.

The third one went for Sadie.

He was fast. He got past the tailgate and had his hand on her arm before Sundown could close the distance. Sadie didn't scream, didn't freeze. She grabbed the milk crate of Panhead parts — forty pounds of vintage Harley iron — and swung it two-handed into the side of his head.

He went down like a bag of sand. Rocker arms scattered across the concrete. The man's legs kicked once and stopped, and Sadie was standing over him with the empty crate in her hands and her chest heaving and a look on her face that was equal parts fury and terror.

The lot went quiet.

The driver was curled in the gravel with his arm bent the wrong way. The one behind the counter was pinned under Coyote with three broken fingers. The third was out cold at Sadie's feet with a rocker box imprint on his temple.

Sundown crossed the lot to Sadie. She was still holding the crate, knuckles white, breathing hard. He reached out and put his hand over hers on the crate handle. Didn't take it from her. Just put his hand there and held it.

"You can let go," he said.

She looked at his hand on hers. Then at him. Then she let go of the crate and he set it down and she was still standing there with her fists clenched and her jaw tight and her eyes locked on his like he was the only solid thing in the room.

"Who sent them?" he said.

"I don't know his name. I know what he wants." She took a breath. Let it out. "I bought a storage unit three days ago. There was a bag in it. Cash and guns. Somebody wants it back badly enough to flip my table at the Benson swap meet yesterday and send three men into a motorcycle club's garage today."

"Cash and guns." Sundown looked at the driver, who was trying to crawl toward the Silverado with one arm. "How much cash?"

"I stopped counting at twelve. Thousand."

"And you brought it with you?"

"It's under the tarp."

He stared at her. She stared back. Her chin was up and her hands had stopped shaking and she wasn't apologizing for a single thing about this situation.

"You drove here with a bag full of dirty cash and guns," he said slowly, "parked on club property, and started selling me motorcycle parts."

"I also got you to buy me lunch. Which you still owe me."

Primer made a sound that might have been a laugh. Sundown bit the inside of his cheek.

"Coyote," he said without looking away from her. "Call the compound. Tell Boothill we've got a situation and a guest."

He picked up the Panhead parts, one by one, and put them back in the crate. Then he loaded the crate into her truck, walked around to the tarp, and looked at her with his hand on the canvas.

"May I?"

"Since when does an outlaw motorcycle club ask permission?"

"Since you swung a crate of parts into a man's head on my lot. You've earned some manners."

She almost smiled. "Look at it. Don't touch the guns. And you still owe me a sandwich."

He lifted the tarp. The duffel was there, canvas and heavy, exactly what she'd described. He didn't open it. He set the tarp back down and looked at the three men bleeding in his lot and the woman sitting on the tailgate with her legs swinging again like none of this had interrupted her Saturday.

The thing they said going out — the driver, through his teeth as Coyote and Primer loaded all three into their own truck and pointed it toward the gate — was the part that mattered. Not a threat. A name.

"Doss is going to burn this whole place down. You and the bitch both."

Sundown watched the Silverado limp out the gate. Then he turned back to Sadie, who had heard every word and hadn't flinched.

"Emmett Doss," he said.

"That a name I should know?"

"It's a name that means you're not going home tonight." He stepped close to her. Closer than the crate, closer than the deal, close enough that she had to tilt her head back to hold his eyes. "You're coming up to the compound. You're going to show my president what's in that bag. And then we're going to figure out how to keep you alive."

"I can keep myself alive."

"Yeah." He looked at the man she'd dropped with the crate, still unconscious on his concrete. "I noticed. Come anyway."
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The compound was worth about four hundred thousand if you stripped the adobe and sold the land, and Sadie had it priced before she parked.

She couldn't help it. It was what she did when she walked into a place — ran the numbers, counted the exits, figured out what everything was worth and what she could get for it. The old stagecoach way-station sat on a hill outside Tombstone proper with sight-lines that went on for miles, thick walls, a yard big enough for a hundred bikes. The garage behind the main building had eight bays and a workshop. Good bones. Terrible landscaping.

She followed Sundown's bike through the gate and parked where he pointed, nose-out, and she was out of the truck and walking before he'd kicked the stand down. She was not going to sit in the cab and wait to be fetched like a woman who needed handling.

The yard was full of bikes and men. They watched her cross the gravel the way men in packs always watched a woman walking into territory that wasn't hers — sizing, measuring, deciding. She watched them back and priced the motorcycles out of habit. The Heritage Softail closest to the door was a forty-thousand-dollar bike if the paint was original, and it was.

"Through here," Sundown said, and his hand found the small of her back.

It wasn't a push. It wasn't a guide. It was a flat palm pressed to her spine that said, to every man in that yard, that she was walking in with him. She felt the warmth of it through her shirt and the weight of what it meant in a room full of outlaw bikers, and she didn't step away from it.

She should have stepped away from it.

The main clubhouse smelled like leather, engine oil, and last night's beer. A long bar of scarred mesquite wood ran the length of the room, and the great room beyond it had leather couches, a pool table, and a fireplace big enough to stand in. Two women were at the far end of the bar — one blonde, one dark-haired — and they looked up when Sadie came through the door with the kind of assessment that had nothing to do with threat and everything to do with interest.

Sadie carried the duffel herself. She walked straight to the mesquite bar, set it down, and unzipped it in front of the room. She pulled the shop rag open and laid out the contents — banded cash, the snub-nosed revolver, the black automatic with the ground-off serial — and she did it the way she laid out inventory at the swap meet, piece by piece, with her hands steady and her voice clear.

"Four hundred and ten dollars," she said. "Cochise County lien auction, three days ago. Ten-by-twenty, south row, no manifest. This was in the back behind a stack of tires. I count twelve thousand in the bands but I stopped counting, so there's more. The revolver's clean. The automatic's had its serial filed. I have the auction receipt in my truck with my name and my home address on it, which I'm guessing is the part that's going to matter."

The room had gone quiet. A big man at the end of the bar — six-two, rawhide build, a jagged scar across his jaw — was watching her with dark eyes that gave away absolutely nothing. He hadn't moved since she walked in, and everyone in the room was arranged around him like planets around a sun.

Boothill. The president. She'd priced enough rooms to know who owned one.

"You brought this to us," he said. His voice was low, the kind you had to lean in to hear.

"I brought Panhead parts to your garage and trouble followed me in. Your man here" — she nodded at Sundown without looking at him — "told me to come up and show you what I had. So I'm showing you. I don't owe you this, and I want that understood before anybody in this room starts thinking they're doing me a favor."

A beat of silence. Then the big man with tombstones tattooed down both forearms — she'd learn later his name was Crypt — let out a bark of laughter that cracked the room open.

"She's got a mouth on her," he said to nobody in particular.

"She's got twelve thousand dollars in dirty cash on my bar," Boothill said, and the laughter stopped. He looked at Sundown. "Talk."

Sundown laid it out fast
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