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	PROLOGUE

	The Vow

	I WAS EIGHTEEN THE SUMMER we buried my father, and what I remember isn’t the casket. It’s the heat.

	It came up off the cemetery lot in waves you could see, bending the air above the asphalt so the headstones rippled like something underwater. New Mexico in July doesn’t grieve with you. It bakes everything down to the same pale dust and waits for you to be done.

	My father went into the ground at the edge of Ardith, in the plot the club kept for its own, under a sky so blue and so empty it felt like an insult. Eddie Boone. Everybody called him Crow. There were sixty men there in cuts, and not one of them cried where you could see it, because that wasn’t how it was done. They stood in two long rows with their hands folded in front of them and their engines silent for once, and they let me be the only one who fell apart.

	The word that week was ambush. The Ridgebacks had caught him on a night run out past the dry wash — two of them, or maybe three — and left him on the shoulder of a road nobody drove after dark. That was the story. It came down from the table the way all the important things came down: quiet, certain, not up for discussion. I was eighteen and shattered, and I took it the way you take a stone somebody puts in your hand. I held it. I didn’t think to ask what it was made of.

	Cross found me behind the clubhouse after, where I’d gone to be sick and then to just sit in the gravel with my back against the cinderblock and my father’s funeral going on without me. He was my dad’s best friend. He’d been at our kitchen table my whole life — this big quiet man who fixed things and didn’t talk much and always, always knew when I was lying. He was thirty-five that summer and he looked older. He looked like something had been taken out of him with a knife.

	He didn’t tell me it was going to be okay. I’ll give him that for the rest of my life. He crouched down in the gravel next to me, close but not touching, and he was quiet for a long time. Then he opened his hand.

	My father’s St. Christopher sat in his palm. Brass gone soft and gold at the edges from forty years of riding, the saint’s face worn down to a suggestion. Crow had carried it since before I was born. I’d seen it a thousand times — hanging off the mirror of his bike, tucked into his cut, pressed into my hand the one time I had a fever so bad they thought it was meningitis. Keep you on the road, baby bird, he used to say. Patron saint of anybody dumb enough to leave the house.

	“He gave me this,” Cross said. “Years back. Told me if anything ever happened to him, it was mine. And so were you.” His voice came out like it had been dragged over rock. “He didn’t want this life for you, Birdie. Not the clubhouse, not the waiting up. Not standing in this same dirt one day, burying somebody you couldn’t live without.” He stopped. Swallowed. “You’re going to leave here. You’re going to go be something clean. And I’m going to make sure nothing in this world touches you while you do it.”

	That was the vow. He didn’t call it that. He said it the way the table said things, like a fact already decided, and then he closed his fist around the medal and stood up, and I understood that I’d been handed off — the way you hand off something fragile you’re afraid of breaking with your own hands.

	I left two months later. Nursing school, two states north, a dormitory that smelled like industrial cleaner and other people’s microwave dinners, a whole life I built out of not looking back.

	But there was one thing. I want to put it down here, because I didn’t understand it for seven years.

	The day before I left, I went to the clubhouse to say goodbye to my father’s bike. They’d hauled it back from wherever he died — a ’79 Shovelhead, black gone gray with road, the one thing of his I wanted and wasn’t allowed to take. It was in the back bay of the garage under a tarp, and I pulled the tarp off to look at it one last time, and Cross was already there.

	He was just standing over it. Not working on it. Not touching it. Standing with his arms crossed and his head down, staring at that bike like it had said something to him. And the look on his face wasn’t grief. I knew grief; I was drowning in it. This was colder than that. This was a man looking at a thing that was lying to him, trying to work out how.

	He didn’t hear me. I put the tarp back and I left, and I told myself it was nothing, because I was eighteen and the only thing I could hold was the stone they’d put in my hand.

	I didn’t come back to Ardith for seven years.

	When I did, it was to bury another man, and to collect what my father left me, and to find out that the stone I’d been carrying all that time wasn’t a stone at all.

	It was a lie. And it had my father’s blood on it.

	
 

	CHAPTER ONE

	Dead River

	THE CALL CAME AT THE end of a sixteen-hour shift, while I had both hands on a man’s sternum and no intention of letting him go.

	We were forty minutes into a code the numbers said was over. The attending had already glanced at the clock twice — the particular look that means he’s deciding when to call it — and I kept counting compressions anyway, because the man on the table was sixty-one years old and his wife was in the family room, and somebody in this building was going to fight for him until there was nothing left to fight with. That somebody was usually me. I’d been told it was a flaw. I’d decided to keep it.

	We got him back. Not for long — he’d be upstairs in the unit by midnight and gone by morning, and I knew it even as the rhythm caught and held under my hands — but we got him back, and his wife got to stand by the bed and say the things you need to say. That’s the job. You don’t save people. Most of the time you can’t. You stand next to them when the worst thing is happening, and you don’t look away.

	I learned that from my father, though he’d have laughed himself sick to hear me say it. Eddie Boone never stood next to anything in his life. He rode toward it.

	I was peeling off my gloves at the sink when my phone went off in my pocket. I almost didn’t look. Then I did, because the number on the screen had a 575 in front of it, and there’s only one place in the world that calls me from a 575, and I hadn’t heard from it in seven years.

	“Birdie.”

	One word, and I was eighteen again. I knew the voice before he said another thing — low and slow and big, a voice that came out of a man the size of a vending machine, a man who’d carried me on his shoulders at swap meets and cried at my father’s grave where he thought nobody could see. Tiny. Of course it was Tiny. They’d send the gentlest one.

	“Tiny.” My own voice came out strange. “What’s wrong?”

	A long breath on the other end, the kind that costs something. “Tru passed. Two nights ago. Heart, in his sleep — easy as it gets, for a man like him.” A pause. “We’re puttin’ him down Saturday.”

	I leaned against the cold edge of the sink and waited, because that wasn’t why he was calling. You don’t call the kid who left to tell her an old man she barely remembered had died in his bed. There was more, and Tiny was the kind of man who had to walk all the way up to a hard thing before he could touch it.

	“There’s a thing, Birdie. When we went through Tru’s stuff.” Another breath. “Your dad left something with him. Long time ago. An envelope, your name on it, and Tru’s word you’d get it when you were grown.” A silence that went on too long. “Tru’s gone now. Figure that makes you grown.”

	I don’t remember what I said. Something. I remember the fluorescent lights and the smell of the gloves and a charge nurse asking if I was okay and me waving her off. I remember thinking, very clearly, that I was not going to go. I had a life made out of two thousand miles of distance, and I’d bought every mile of it on purpose. Whatever my father had to say to me, he could have said it before he got himself killed on a road in the dark. He didn’t get to reach out of the ground and pull me back now.

	I told myself all of that on the drive home. Then I packed a bag.

	I’d forgotten what the desert does to distance. You can see Ardith coming for twenty minutes before you reach it — a low scatter of buildings shimmering at the bottom of a wide brown bowl, the dead river running through it like a scar. They named the club for that river. It used to run, my father said, back before the dams upstate; now it’s just a wash of pale stones and cracked mud that comes alive maybe twice a year when the monsoons hit, runs brown and furious for an afternoon, and dies again. Dead River. My whole childhood was a town named after something that used to flow and didn’t anymore.

	The clubhouse sat where it always had, on the east edge of town past the feed store — a long low cinderblock building with a steel roof and a yard full of bikes and a chain-link fence somebody had strung with dead Christmas lights years ago and never taken down. I parked across the road with the engine running and my hands at ten and two like a teenager taking a driving test, and I thought about every version of turning around.

	Then a man came out of the bay door wiping his hands on a rag, and the engine of my whole carefully built life cut out.

	It was the way he moved that I knew first. Before I saw his face, before I could’ve named him — there’s a particular economy to the way Cross carries himself, like a man who’s decided exactly how much space in the world he’s going to take and won’t be taking a single inch more. Seven years and two thousand miles, and he was still the stillest thing in any frame he stood in.

	He was older. That was the first real thing my brain did with him — added the years, found them in the gray salting his dark hair and the deeper lines bracketing his mouth and the way he held one shoulder like it had been broken at some point and hadn’t been set right. Forty-two now. I did the math without meaning to, the way you do with someone whose age you once knew the way you knew your own.

	And then he looked across the road and saw my car, and went still in a different way. A waiting way. I watched him not recognize it — just a car, just a woman behind the wheel — and then I watched the moment it landed, watched something go through him like a current, shoulders to jaw, and I knew he’d found the kid in the shape of whoever I’d become.

	I don’t have a clean word for what happened in me then. I’d like to say nothing. I’d built two thousand miles specifically so the answer could be nothing.

	It was not nothing.

	I made myself get out of the car. The heat hit me like a hand. I crossed the road on legs that didn’t entirely belong to me, and the closer I got the more wrong it felt and the more I couldn’t stop, and Cross stood in the mouth of that garage and watched me come the way you watch weather you can’t do anything about.

	“Birdie,” he said.

	Just that. But his voice did something it hadn’t done seven years ago — it caught, half a second, on the first sound of my name, like the word had a splinter in it.

	“Cross.” I stopped a few feet off, far enough to be polite, close enough to see that his eyes were the same — that flat river-stone gray that had always known when I was lying. “Tiny called me.”

	“I know.” A muscle worked in his jaw. He looked at me for one beat too long, and I felt it land everywhere it shouldn’t, and then he did the thing I’d watch him do for the next several weeks, the thing I came to hate and understand in equal measure. He shut it off. Whatever had gone through him when he saw my car, he reached up and closed a door on it, and when he spoke again his voice was sanded flat. “You shouldn’t have come.”

	It landed like a slap, which I think was the point. “Tru left me something. From my dad.”

	“I heard.” He folded the rag in his hands, slow, precise, and didn’t look at me while he did it. “Doesn’t change what I said. You being here is a mistake, Birdie. Best thing you can do is take whatever’s in that envelope and get back on the road before sundown.”

	Seven years of distance, and the first man to speak my father’s name to me wanted me gone before dark.

	“It’s good to see you too,” I said.

	And I watched it cost him something to not answer that. I watched a man hold a door shut against his own weight. I didn’t understand yet why — I wouldn’t understand for weeks. Not the vow, not the guilt, not the thing he’d been carrying since the night he stood over my father’s bike with a look on his face like it was lying to him.

	All I knew, standing in that yard in the dying light with the dead river at my back, was that I’d come home to bury a stranger and collect a dead man’s secret, and the one person I’d never expected to be afraid of was looking at me like I was a match somebody had lit too close to something that could burn.

	I should have listened to him. I want that on the record too.

	I didn’t.

	
 

	CHAPTER TWO

	Birdie

	TINY CAME OUT OF THE clubhouse like a landslide with feelings.

	I heard the screen door bang, and then there was a sound I hadn’t heard in seven years — my name, hollered across a gravel yard in a voice like rockslide — and then six and a half feet of man had me off the ground with my ribs creaking, and I was laughing and crying at the same time in a way I hadn’t planned on and couldn’t have stopped.

	“Look at you,” he kept saying, holding me out at arm’s length and then crushing me back in, like he couldn’t decide. “Look at you. Birdie Boone. Grown and gone and a real job and everything.” He smelled like motor oil and Marlboros and the inside of my childhood. “Crow’d lose his mind. He’d just lose his whole entire mind.”

	Inside, the clubhouse hadn’t changed enough to hurt and hadn’t stayed the same enough to comfort. Same long bar, same scarred pool table, same wall of photographs by the door that I used to study as a kid — dead men and live ones, runs and funerals and the founding charter going yellow in its frame. My father was up there. I didn’t look. I’d learned a long time ago how to not look at exactly one thing in a room full of things.

	The brothers came to me in ones and twos, and every one of them did the same thing. They called me Birdie. They told me how I’d grown. They held my shoulders and looked at me with wet eyes and saw, every one of them, a little girl who used to fall asleep under the pool table during church and get carried out to her daddy’s truck at two in the morning. To them I hadn’t aged a day past eight. To them I was the club’s kid, Crow’s kid, a thing that belonged to all of them and had to be handled gently — and there was so much love in it that it took me most of an hour to notice it was also a kind of cage.

	A prospect I didn’t know hovered at the edge of it all, a skinny kid maybe twenty, with a patch that said PROSPECT and a face that hadn’t decided yet what it was going to be. He kept staring at me and then looking away when I caught him, and finally Tiny clapped him on the back hard enough to stagger him.

	“Dollar. Quit gawkin’ and get the lady a drink.”

	“I’m fine,” I said.

	“Get her a Coke,” Tiny told him, like I hadn’t spoken, and the kid bolted for the bar so fast he clipped a stool. “Dollar,” Tiny explained, watching him go with the fondness of a man watching a dog chase its tail. “Prospect. Good kid. Dumb as a bag of wrenches, but he’d take a bullet for any one of us, which is the only part that counts.”

	I was about to ask the question I’d driven two days to ask — where’s the envelope — when the room did a thing I felt before I understood it. A settling. A straightening. Conversations didn’t stop so much as orient, the way iron filings turn when you slide a magnet under the table.

	A man had come out of the back hall, and the room arranged itself around him.

	He wasn’t what I expected the next president of the Dead River MC to look like. Tru had been a slab of a man, all gut and gravel, the kind of old outlaw who looked like the desert had made him out of its own materials. This man was lean and clean, maybe fifty, silver at the temples in a way that looked deliberate, with a smile that arrived a half-second before it reached his eyes and a VP patch on his cut and the easy, total calm of a man who has already counted the votes.

	“Well,” he said, and his voice was warm — genuinely warm, which was the first thing about him that put a cold finger on the back of my neck. “Eddie Boone’s girl. In the flesh.” He crossed the room and took both my hands in both of his, and his hands were dry and strong, and he held on a beat past comfortable. “I’m Saxon. I rode with your father before you were born, sweetheart. There wasn’t a better man in this club, and that’s not a thing I say at funerals to be kind. He was the best of us.”

	It was the right thing to say. It was exactly the right thing, said in exactly the right voice, with exactly the right weight of feeling behind it, and every word of it landed in me like a coin dropped down a well that turned out to have no bottom. I’d spent seven years in emergency rooms learning the difference between people who are telling you the truth and people who are very, very good at the shape of it. I didn’t have a reason to distrust Wade Saxon. I just had a nurse’s ear, and a nurse’s ear heard a man performing grief so well that I couldn’t find the grief underneath it.

	I told myself I was being unfair. I’d later wish I’d kept being unfair a great deal longer.

	Cross had come in behind me and taken up a place against the wall by the door, arms crossed, saying nothing. I was aware of him the way you’re aware of a drop in pressure before a storm. While Saxon held my hands and told me what a good man my father was, I watched Cross over Saxon’s shoulder, and Cross watched Saxon, and there was something in the flat gray of his face that I filed away with the other thing I didn’t understand — the bike, the look, the cold figuring-out. He didn’t like this. He didn’t like Saxon’s hands on me. But it wasn’t jealousy I was reading, or not only; it was something closer to a man watching a snake decide whether the room was warm enough to move.

	“I came for the envelope,” I said, when Saxon finally let go of my hands. “Tiny told me my father left something with Tru.”

	Something flickered across Saxon’s face, there and gone, smooth as oil over water. “He did. It’s with Tru’s effects, locked up safe.” He spread his hands, regretful. “But here’s the trouble, sweetheart. Until we put Tru in the ground and the table sorts out the — ah — succession, his effects are club business, and club business waits for church. We bury him Saturday. Vote’s after.” The smile again, warm and bottomless. “Four days. I know it’s a lot to ask, you with a life to get back to. But your daddy waited seven years to say whatever he’s got to say. Reckon it’ll keep four more days.”

	Four days. In Ardith. I opened my mouth to say I’d get a motel in the next town over and drive in Saturday, and that’s when Cross spoke for the first time since the yard.

	“She’s not staying in a motel.”

	The whole room looked at him. He’d pushed off the wall, and his arms were still crossed, and he was looking at a spot on the floor about a yard to the left of me — which I would come to learn was as close as Cross Vane got to looking at me directly in those first days.

	“Town’s not what it was,” he said, to the floor. “Ridgebacks have been pushing the line all spring. Crow’s daughter, on her own, in a motel off the interstate—” He didn’t finish it. He didn’t have to. “She stays at the clubhouse. There’s the room over the garage. I’ll see to it.”

	“I don’t need looking after,” I said, and I heard my own father in it, that flat Boone stubbornness, and so did every man in the room, because a couple of them smiled. “I’ve been on my own for seven years, Cross. I’ve handled worse than a four-day funeral.”

	His eyes came up then. Just for a second — flat gray, river-stone, and under the flat something moving, something that looked almost like pain. “I know what you’ve handled,” he said quietly. “It’s not the same thing. Not here. Not with your name.”

	And there it was, though I didn’t have the words for it yet. My name. Crow’s daughter. A thing that meant something in this town that I’d spent seven years pretending it didn’t. He wasn’t offering to protect me because I was weak. He was telling me, in the only language he had, that being Eddie Boone’s girl in Ardith was a kind of weather, and he’d appointed himself the one who stood between me and it.

	I should have said no. I had a motel app open in my pocket and two thousand miles of practice at not needing anybody.

	I looked at this hard, quiet man who couldn’t make himself meet my eyes — who’d told me an hour ago to be gone before sundown and was now rearranging the world so I’d sleep fifty feet from where he did — and I felt the match-flame thing again, low and warm and entirely unwelcome.

	“Fine,” I said. “Four days.”

	Saxon clapped his hands once, delighted, the tension breaking around him like he’d planned it. “Wonderful. Family looks after family.” He smiled his warm, bottomless smile at the both of us, and his eyes moved between me and Cross once — quick, calculating, a man filing something away for later. “Welcome home, Birdie Boone.”

	It didn’t feel like home. It felt like the first afternoon of something I wasn’t going to be able to stop.

	I was right about that, at least. I was right about that part the whole way down.
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