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Loyalty is pain.

	— Black Thorns MC

	

	

	The problem with forgiving someone once is that you teach yourself it's possible.

	— Sienna Knox

	 


Chapter 1

	The City She Left

	Some cities hold you like a body remembers a bruise.

	— Sienna Knox

	REYNA

	She drove into Harrow Falls at eleven-fifteen on a Tuesday night, and the city looked exactly the way she'd spent three years trying to forget it looked.

	Purple neon bled across rain-slicked asphalt. The Black Thorns sign was visible from the on-ramp — it always had been, a violet wound in the dark that the rest of the city organized itself around whether it wanted to or not. Reyna kept her eyes on the road and not the sign and told herself she wasn't noticing it.

	She was noticing it.

	The rain had been following her since the state line. It wasn't dramatic rain — nothing in Harrow Falls was dramatic in the way people expected. It was the low persistent kind, the kind that soaked through before you registered you were wet, and it made the streets mirror everything above them: streetlights, storefronts, the occasional headlight of a bike moving through the dark two lanes over. She didn't look at the bike either.

	She was here for Marco.

	That was the complete sentence. She had practiced it for the two-hour drive, turning it over in her mind until it felt as smooth and factual as a river stone: *I am here for my brother.* It left no room for anything else. No room for the way her stomach had done something complicated when Bex called four days ago and said the words *Black Thorns* in a sentence about Marco, and no room for the additional complicated thing her stomach had done when Bex paused afterward and added, in a voice careful as stitches, *He's still there, Reyna. You should know that before you come.*

	She'd hung up and booked her room at the Fairfield and called Marco three times without an answer and then she'd sat in her studio — needle in hand, a half-finished sleeve on the arm of a very patient man who'd been watching her face — and she'd decided that two hours was nothing. She drove two hours for supply runs. She drove two hours for good tacos when she was feeling stubborn.

	She was here for Marco.

	The Fairfield sat off Route 9, a mile past the industrial stretch where the Black Thorns had their garage and a mile before the cluster of bars that made up Harrow Falls' version of nightlife. Strategic, she told herself. Central. Nothing to do with proximity to exits.

	She pulled into the lot and sat with the engine running for a moment, watching the rain on the windshield dissolve the neon into something impressionistic and soft. In the dark, with the city smeared like that, Harrow Falls almost looked like it could be beautiful.

	Her phone lit up. Bex: *I'm outside.*

	Of course she was. Bex had been waiting for Reyna to come back to this city for three years, wearing patience like it was comfortable on her, which it wasn't — Bex was constitutionally incapable of patience, she simply loved Reyna more than she loved her own impatience. Reyna had found this alternately touching and unbearable for the entirety of their fifteen-year friendship.

	She killed the engine.

	

	✦  ✦  ✦

	

	Bex was leaning against a silver Jeep in the far corner of the lot, bottle of whiskey in a paper bag, leather jacket darkening at the shoulders from the rain. She was tall and angular and Brown, with close-cropped natural hair she'd recently started bleaching at the tips, and she had an expression on her face that Reyna recognized the way you recognize your own reflection: the careful neutrality of someone who has news.

	"You look exactly the same," Bex said.

	"I've aged significantly."

	"You've aged like a beautiful problem." Bex held out the bag. "Blantons. Because you're going to need it."

	Reyna took it but didn't open it. She leaned back against her own car, the two of them facing the lot with the motel sign washing everything orange, and she said: "Tell me about Marco first. That's first."

	Bex's jaw tightened fractionally. Not the news about Marco, then — that fractional tightening meant the other thing, the thing she wasn't being asked about yet.

	"He's okay," Bex said. "He's been running protection detail for some of the outer ring guys. Not patched in, nothing official, but close enough that he's got obligations now. Cruz has been more territorial lately — health stuff, I think, though nobody's saying it directly — and some of the outer ring is getting squeezed. Marco got caught in the middle of a meeting he wasn't supposed to be at and now there's a debt conversation happening that he can't navigate on his own."

	"What kind of debt?"

	"Forty-eight hours of favors, which in that world means anything from moving a package to standing somewhere visible while something happens nearby. It's not violent. But it's not clean."

	Reyna turned the Blanton's bag in her hands. Forty-eight hours. A weekend of someone else's moral choices wearing her brother's body.

	"And Cade can pull him out."

	It wasn't a question. Bex didn't treat it as one.

	"Cade can pull him out with a phone call," she said. "You know that. Marco knows that. That's why Marco hasn't called him himself — because calling in that favor means acknowledging who you owe it to." A pause. "That's also why I called you instead of handling it another way. Because you're the only person Cade Calloway will move for without counting the cost first."

	The rain fell between them like punctuation.

	Reyna said: "You were going to tell me something else."

	She watched Bex's careful face get more careful. The tips of her bleached hair caught the orange motel light.

	"Yes."

	"Not tonight," Reyna said. "I need twenty-four hours before I can absorb whatever your face is doing right now."

	Bex looked at her for a long moment. Then she looked away, which was its own answer — Bex looked away from things when they were urgent, never when they were trivial. She looked away from things that mattered the way other people reached for them.

	"Okay," Bex said. "Tomorrow."

	They stood in the rain and passed the Blanton's and didn't talk about it, and Reyna kept her gaze carefully away from the purple smear of the Black Thorns sign on the far horizon, and told herself that tomorrow was fine.

	Tomorrow was fine.

	Tomorrow she could stand on solid ground and hear whatever Bex's expression was holding, and she would be ready, and it would be fine.

	She almost believed it.

	 


Chapter 2

	The Doorway

	The body knows what the mind refuses to hold.

	— Sienna Knox

	REYNA

	She went to the clubhouse the next morning, which was either discipline or stupidity. She'd made the decision at four a.m., lying in the Fairfield's aggressively neutral sheets, staring at a ceiling that had never witnessed anything interesting in its life, and she'd decided: get in, get Marco, get out. Don't let the geography do anything to you.

	The Black Thorns compound sat on three acres at the edge of the industrial district, bordered on one side by the garage Cade ran — officially an auto restoration shop, unofficially the place where things were stored that you didn't ask about directly — and on the other by the kind of scrubland that Harrow Falls produced at its margins: patchy and determinedly alive despite having no particular reason to be. The main building was brick and low-slung, windows painted over, the Black Thorns rose-and-skull logo picked out above the door in the same purple neon as the highway sign. In daylight the neon looked tired. Everything looked more honest in daylight.

	Reyna parked on the street and sat for exactly thirty seconds before she got out. She was not going to let herself require more than thirty seconds to walk into a building.

	She was halfway to the door when it opened.

	Later she would decide that the universe was simply not interested in giving her a buffer. No lobby, no anteroom, no gradual approach. The door opened and Cade Calloway was in it, and her body registered him before her mind got a vote.

	He hadn't changed, which was unfair. Three years was enough time for a man to become someone slightly different, slightly blurred at the edges, easy to look at without remembering too specifically. But Cade stood in the doorway of the Black Thorns clubhouse like he'd been poured there, all six foot three of him solid and still in the particular way of a man who has never needed to make himself obvious. Dark hair, longer than she remembered. Tattoos mapping the territory of his arms and throat in black ink that she knew — *knew* — better than any cartographer has a right to. The Black Thorns cut on his back, sergeant-at-arms patch visible from where she stood.

	His eyes found her.

	Brown. The specific warm brown of something expensive held up to light. She had spent an embarrassing period of her twenties thinking about his eyes.

	"Reyna."

	Her name in his voice was the same as it had always been — not an exclamation, not weighted with anything theatrical. Just her name, said as though it were simply accurate. As though he had been walking around for three years with her name in his mouth and was simply saying it aloud now that the occasion presented itself.

	"I need to talk to you about Marco," she said.

	He nodded. He stepped back from the door to let her through, which was the correct and neutral and professional thing to do, and she walked past him close enough to catch — god damn it — the specific scent of him. Motor oil underneath, always. Cedar and something darker overtop. She had dry-cleaned a jacket once that still smelled like him and then stood in her laundry room holding it while she decided whether she was a person who kept a jacket that smelled like a man who'd hurt her.

	She had donated the jacket.

	She had replaced it within two weeks with an almost identical jacket and told herself nothing about that.

	
	✦  ✦  ✦

	
	The clubhouse interior was the same and different in the way of places you've memorized without trying. The long bar down the left wall, the pool table, the photographs and patches and the accumulated mythology of three decades of Black Thorns history covering every available surface. The smell of it: leather and cigarettes and something underneath both that was just *club*, specific as a fingerprint. She had spent a year of her life knowing this smell. She had spent two years since then convincing herself that she didn't miss it.

	It was not a smell she missed, she decided, with approximately forty percent conviction.

	Two men she didn't recognize were playing pool and not pretending not to look at her. A prospect was wiping down the bar with the focused energy of someone who sensed the room and had decided his job was the safest possible thing to concentrate on. Cade walked her through all of it to
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