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The ledger was twelve dollars short and Delia knew exactly which room it had walked out of.

She tapped the pen against the page, boots up on the desk the way they'd been since three o'clock, and let the number sit there being wrong while the last of the sun bled out across the highway. Room six. The long-haul driver with the Louisiana plates who'd smiled too wide at check-in and asked if the ice machine took quarters. It didn't. She'd told him so. He'd smiled wider.

Twelve dollars wasn't worth chasing a man down the Bisbee highway for. She wrote it off against the column, closed the pen in the spine, and watched the parking lot go from gold to purple through the office glass.

Nine days since room nine.

She didn't look at the door to room nine. She didn't need to. The room was rented, the sheets were clean, the carpet had taken three passes with the machine and a bottle of enzyme cleaner that cost more than the twelve dollars she'd just written off. A couple from Flagstaff was sleeping in there right now, and they would never know one thing about it.

Delia knew. She'd been on the walkway with a cigarette burning down between her fingers when two men walked a third man into that room, and she'd still been standing there when two of them came back out. The third man had not come back out. She'd watched them load something heavy into the bed of a brown truck with a tarp that didn't quite cover the boots, and she'd watched the taillights go south toward the border until the highway swallowed them.

She had not called anybody. Not the sheriff, not the state police, not the man who held the note on her property. She'd finished her cigarette, gone inside, put the chain on the office door, and sat behind this desk until the sun came up. Then she'd gone to room nine with a bucket and a brush and she'd cleaned it herself, top to bottom, until there was nothing left in that room but the smell of bleach and the memory she couldn't pour down the drain.

The lodge was nineteen thousand dollars from being hers free and clear. Nineteen thousand and a paid-off note and six years of sweat equity in a building the bank had written off before she'd found it in a lien sale at twenty-six. She was not losing it. Not over a dead man she didn't know, killed by men she'd never seen before, in a room she'd scrubbed back to rentable inside of four hours.

But the brown truck had come back.

Four times since Tuesday. Up the frontage road, slow past the turn-in, around the loop at the gas station, and back south. Never pulling in. Never stopping. Just looking.

The office phone had rung twice last night. Nobody on the line either time. Just breathing, steady and unhurried, like someone checking to see if she'd pick up.

She'd picked up both times. Said the name of the lodge both times. Waited.

Then she'd written the time on the back of a registration card and added it to the stack she kept in the drawer under the cash box.

Delia pulled the stack out now and fanned it across the desk. Six cards. Two with plate numbers from the brown truck's passes. Two with the phone times. One with a partial plate from a sedan that had parked in the wash above the lot for forty minutes on Wednesday morning before pulling out when she walked to the edge of the pavement and stood there looking at it. One with a face she'd sketched from memory—the taller of the two men, the one who'd done the talking when they came out of room nine. Heavy through the chest, shaved neck, a cross tattooed on his hand that she'd seen when he pulled the door shut behind him.

She squared the cards, put them back in the drawer, and took her boots off the desk to pour herself coffee from the pot she kept going eighteen hours a day.

The Ocotillo Motor Lodge sat on a half-acre of cracked asphalt between the highway and a drainage wash, fourteen rooms in an L-shape with the office at the bend and a view of nothing but creosote and road in every direction. She'd bought it half-condemned and put it back together a room at a time—new plumbing in the first four, rewired the whole east wing herself from a library book and a YouTube video, hung every door, caulked every tub, replaced the sign out front twice when the wind took it. The place would never make Travel + Leisure. But the rooms were clean, the rates were fair, the ice machine worked, and Delia Vance did not owe anyone an explanation for how she ran it.

She took her coffee back to the desk and put her boots back up.

Outside, the desert went full dark the way it did out here—not gradual but sudden, like someone pulling a curtain. Stars punched through overhead, thick and close, and the only light on the lot was the neon VACANCY sign buzzing its pink glow across the asphalt and the yellow cone from the office window falling across the walkway. A coyote started up somewhere beyond the wash. Then another one answered from the ridge.

Headlights on the highway.

Delia watched them come. Pickup truck, moving fast, southbound. It blew past the turn-in without slowing and the taillights shrank and disappeared. She let out a breath she hadn't meant to hold.

This was what they'd done to her. Nine days, and she was tracking headlights on her own highway like a woman waiting for something to come through the door.

She hated it. She hated the cards in the drawer and the breath she'd just let out and the way her hand had moved toward the box under the register before the truck had even passed. She'd bought this place to own something that couldn't be taken from her, and now she was sitting behind her own desk with a shotgun under the counter and a dead man's face on an index card, and she would not let it make her leave.

More headlights. These ones slowed.

The rumble hit her before the light did—low, heavy, a sound she could feel in the desk under her boots. Not a truck. Motorcycle. A big one, downshifting hard for the turn-in, the engine note dropping to a chest-deep idle as it swung off the highway and rolled across the lot.

Delia didn't get up.

She watched the bike park in the strip of neon light near the office door. A Harley, road-dirty, saddlebags strapped tight. The rider swung off and stood there a moment working the stiffness out of his neck, and the size of him registered before anything else did. Six-four at least, built like something you'd need heavy equipment to move. Shaved head catching the pink light. A leather cut over a black T-shirt stretched across shoulders that barely fit through the space between the bike and the post.

He turned toward the office and she saw the tattoos running down both forearms. Tombstones. A row of them on each arm, the ink dark and deliberate against skin that had seen a lot of sun.

She knew him.

Not his name—she'd never asked, and he'd never offered one beyond the road name on his credit card slip. But she knew the face, the build, the way he came through a door like the door was a suggestion he hadn't made up his mind about yet. He'd stayed at the Ocotillo nine nights across four visits over the past two years. Always cash. Always the same room if it was open. Always alone, always quiet, always gone before she started the coffee.

Except that last time, eight months back, when he'd sat on the walkway outside his room until two in the morning, and she'd brought him coffee without being asked, and he'd taken it without a word and looked at her long enough that she'd felt it in places coffee had nothing to do with.

Nine nights. She remembered every one.

The door swung open and he filled it.

"Need two rooms," he said. "Brothers coming off a long run. Cash."

His voice was exactly what she remembered—deep, a little rough, like gravel poured slow. He stepped up to the counter and put a fold of bills on it without counting them, and the room got smaller the way rooms did when he was standing in them.

Delia didn't get up. She pulled two key cards from the drawer, wrote the room numbers on the sleeve, and slid them across the counter.

"Rooms eleven and twelve. End of the row, parking right outside." She looked up at him. "You want a receipt?"

He'd been reaching for the keys. He stopped.

She held his gaze the way she held every man's gaze who stood on the other side of that counter—level, unhurried, giving him exactly as much attention as his business had earned and not a fraction more. But something in the way she was looking at him tonight was different and she knew it. There was a dead man's face in her desk drawer and a brown truck making loops on her highway and she had not slept more than three hours running in nine days, and this man filled her doorway like a wall between her and every dark thing on the other side of it, and she let herself look at him one second longer than professional.

He noticed.

Something shifted behind his eyes. Not a smile—his mouth didn't move. But the way he was looking at her changed, like a man who'd been reading a room on autopilot suddenly snapping to full attention. His gaze dropped to her mouth and came back up, and the air between the counter and the door got heavy in a way that had nothing to do with the desert heat.

"No receipt," he said. His voice had dropped half a register.

She let the silence sit there. His problem to solve.

He picked up the keys. His fingers brushed hers on the counter and neither of them pulled back, and the contact lasted exactly long enough to be a question before he straightened up with the keys in his fist.

"You're here alone," he said. Not a question.

"I'm always here alone."

"That's not what I asked."

"It's what I answered."

The grin came then—slow, not quite safe, the kind of grin that started in his eyes before it got anywhere near his mouth. Like a man who'd just been handed something he hadn't been expecting and liked the weight of it.

"Still make that coffee?" he said.

"Pot's on since four. It'll strip paint by now."

"That's how I like it."

She poured him a cup without getting off the stool, reaching back to the machine with one hand and setting the mug on the counter in front of him. He wrapped both hands around it and drank standing up, and his eyes didn't leave her face.

Delia felt the heat from the mug and the heat from the way he was looking at her and filed them in two very different places. The first one she could handle. The second one she was going to have to think about later, when she wasn't sitting six feet from a man who made the walls feel like they were leaning in.

Headlights swept across the office glass.

Both of them turned. A car swung off the highway fast—too fast, no signal, tires barking on the turn-in. It came across the lot without slowing for the speed bump and the chassis slammed hard enough to bounce the plates. The headlights cut and two men got out before the engine was fully off.

Delia took her boots off the desk.
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Crypt had the cash on the counter and both keys in his hand when the two of them came through the door, and the first thing he did was nothing.

He stepped back off the counter. Picked up his coffee. Drank.

The taller one was thick through the chest and shoulders, shaved neck, a jailhouse cross tattooed across one hand, his left arm strapped tight in a sling. The shorter one had a neck tattoo and the kind of twitchy energy that came out of a pipe or a baggie, his eyes jumping around the room like he was counting exits. Neither of them looked at Crypt. They went straight to the desk, straight to her, shoulder to shoulder like they'd done this before and it had always worked.

Crypt leaned against the counter and watched the woman behind the desk not move.

"You know what you saw," the tall one said. He put both hands flat on her desk and leaned in, and the sling rode up on his arm. "And you haven't talked to anybody about it. That's smart. You're going to keep being smart."

Delia looked at his hands on her desk. Then she looked at his face.

"The office closes at ten," she said. "You need a room, there's a phone number on the sign."

Crypt's fingers tightened on the mug.

He'd known women who went still like that. Most of them were doing it because they'd locked up, because the fear had gotten into their legs and their throat and turned everything to concrete. That wasn't what was happening behind that desk. Delia Vance was sitting still the way a woman sits still when she has already decided the man in front of her does not deserve the effort of standing up. She was giving him fewer words than his question had earned, and she was doing it with her boots flat on the floor and her hands visible on the ledger, and Crypt could not stop watching her.

"I don't need a room," the tall one said. "I need you to understand something."

"I understand you're leaning on my desk."

The shorter one shifted his weight. His hand went to the back of his waistband and stayed there, fingers curled around something Crypt couldn't see and didn't need to.

"Room nine," the tall one said. "Two Tuesdays ago. You were on the walkway. You saw the truck. You saw us come out."

"I see a lot of trucks."

"Not like that one. Not at that hour." He leaned closer. "The man who pays me wants to know what you're planning to do with what you saw. He wants to hear it from you."

"I'm not planning to do anything with it. I run a motel."

"Then we don't have a problem."

"We don't."

He leaned back. Smiled—the kind of smile that used all the right muscles and none of the right reasons. Then he reached across the desk and closed his hand around her arm above the elbow.

"But if you do decide to do something with it—"

Crypt set the coffee down.

He didn't think about it. There was nothing to think about. A man had put his hand on a woman in a room Crypt was standing in, and the hand was going to come off the arm or the arm was going to come off the man, and those were the only two outcomes left in the world.

He crossed the distance in two steps, caught the man's wrist and elbow in the same grip, and took that arm across the edge of the counter the way you break a branch over your knee. He folded the elbow backward past where elbows go, felt the joint let go with a wet pop that went through his hands and up into his shoulders, and let the scream fill the room while he was already turning.

The shorter one had the gun half out of his waistband. He got it that far.

Crypt hit him in the chest with his shoulder and drove him backward through the screen door. The frame exploded around them—aluminum and mesh and the little pneumatic closer ripping off its hinge pin—and they went out onto the gravel together. Crypt landed on top, which was the only place worth being when a man had a gun, and he pinned the wrist to the ground with his knee and went to work.

Three shots to the face. Fast, heavy, each one landing before the last one had finished hurting. The man's nose went flat on the second one and the blood came black under the neon. Crypt grabbed a handful of shirt, hauled him up off the gravel, and hit him again—this one caught the jaw at the hinge and he felt the bone shift under his knuckles. A boot to the ribs folded him on the ground. Another one rolled him over.

"Name," Crypt said.

The man coughed blood onto the asphalt. His hand was opening and closing on nothing. The gun was three feet away in the gravel.

Crypt put his boot on the man's wrist and pressed.

"The man who sent you. Name."

"Halloway." It came out wet, through a mouth that wasn't working right anymore. "Dean Halloway. Please—"

"Halloway sent you to put hands on a woman."

"He just wanted to know—he wanted to make sure she wasn't—"

Crypt leaned his weight onto the wrist. The man screamed.

"You tell Halloway something." His voice had gone flat and quiet, stripped of everything that sounded like a man having a conversation. "This lot, this road, this woman—none of it belongs to him. He sends men here again, I won't send them back."

He hauled the man to his feet by his collar, picked up the gun from the gravel, and thumbed the magazine out. Tossed the slide in one direction and the frame in the other. Then he shoved the man toward the highway, where his partner was already stumbling up the shoulder cradling the arm that now bent in two places it shouldn't.

"Walk," Crypt said.

They walked. The one with the broken arm listing sideways, the other one spitting blood every third step, both of them shrinking into the dark until the highway took them.

Crypt stood in the middle of the lot and breathed. His knuckles were split across the first two rows and the blood on them wasn't his. His heart was hammering, but it was the clean kind of hammering—the kind that came after, not during. During, there'd been nothing. No thought, no hesitation, no space between the man's hand on her arm and the arm going the wrong way. Just the work.

He fished the car keys out of his pocket where he'd taken them off the shorter one and pocketed them. They weren't getting their car back either. Club would strip it by morning.

He went back inside.

The screen door was hanging off one hinge, the frame bent past saving. Glass from something—the coffee mug, maybe—was scattered across the floor near the counter. And Delia Vance was standing behind her desk with a broom, sweeping a tooth off the linoleum.

She looked up at him the way she'd looked up at him when he asked for the rooms. Level. Unhurried. Like what had just happened in her parking lot was a line item in a ledger she'd already figured out how to balance.

"You broke my screen door," she said.

The laugh came out of him before he could stop it. Short, rough, surprised out of him by a woman sweeping a man's tooth into a dustpan while the blood was still drying on the walkway.

"I'll fix it."

"You'll buy me a new one is what you'll do." She finished sweeping, tapped the dustpan on the edge of the trash can, and set the broom against the wall. Then she sat back down behind her desk and put her hands flat on the ledger.

Crypt looked at her. Really looked, the way he looked at a room when he needed to know everything about it in under a second. She was shaking. Not her hands—those were steady on the ledger, pressed flat to keep them that way. But her jaw was set hard enough to cut glass and her shoulders had a tremor in them she was holding down through pure stubbornness, and she was sitting behind that desk refusing to be anything other than the woman who owned it.

Something turned over in his chest. Something heavy and unfamiliar that settled into a place he hadn't known was empty.

He pulled the stool around to her side of the counter and sat down. Not across from her—beside her. Close enough that his knee touched the side of the desk where her knee was, and close enough that she could feel the size of him between her and the broken door.

"Tell me about room nine," he said.

She told him.

Flat and unhurried, the way she said everything. The two men. The third man who didn't come back out. The brown truck with the tarp that didn't cover the boots. The four passes on the frontage road since Tuesday. The phone calls—two a night, nobody on the line, just breathing. She opened the drawer and pulled out a stack of registration cards and laid them across the desk one at a time. Plate numbers. Times. A partial plate from a sedan in the wash. A face she'd sketched from memory—heavy through the chest, shaved neck, the cross tattoo on the hand.

The hand that had been on her arm three minutes ago.

Crypt looked at the cards spread across the desk and felt the math click together behind his eyes. Leased ranch ground south of town. Product moving north. The Bisbee highway—a road that ran straight through territory the Tombstone MC had held for years and bled for more than once.

"Meth," he said. "Cooks it somewhere south. Moves it north up this road."

"That's what it looked like."

"This road." He said it again, harder. "This is Tombstone road. Has been since before I patched in. Anything that moves on it moves because we say so." He picked up the card with the face on it and looked at the sketch. She'd gotten the jaw right, the flat forehead, the way the neck met the shoulders without much in between. She saw things and she remembered them, and she drew them on the backs of motel registration cards because she had nowhere else to put them.

"You've been sitting on this for nine days," he said.

"I've been running a motel for nine days."

"By yourself. With a dead man in your head and two of his people making passes on your road."

"My road."

He looked at her. She looked back. The wanting was still there underneath all of it—underneath the violence and the broken door and the blood drying on his knuckles—and it was worse now because he'd watched her sit still through something that would have sent most people out the back door, and because she was looking at him now the way she'd looked at him over the coffee, only closer, only with the distance burned out of it by what they'd just been through together.

"Those two are going to come back," she said.

"Yeah."

"With more."

"Yeah." He leaned forward. The leather of his cut creaked. "And I'm going to be here when they do."

"I didn't ask you to be."

"No." His voice dropped. "You didn't."

She held his gaze across the desk, and the silence between them was the kind of silence that had a pulse in it.

Headlights swept across the glass again, and her hand moved for the box under the register. But the sound that came with them was familiar—bikes, more than one, downshifting off the highway. The brothers he'd booked the rooms for.

Crypt stood. Looked down at her. She was still shaking, still refusing to let it show, still sitting behind the desk of a motel she owned nineteen thousand dollars and a whole lot of trouble away from free and clear.

He reached down and picked up the registration card with the face on it. Held it up.

"I'm keeping this," he said.

"I didn't say you could."

"I know." He put the card in the inside pocket of his cut, against his chest. "Lock the office tonight. I'll be on the walkway."

He was out the broken door before she could tell him no. The night air hit the sweat on his neck and the gravel crunched under his boots, and behind him he heard the deadbolt slide home.

She'd locked the door. Not because he'd told her to. Because she'd decided to.

Crypt grinned in the dark—the real one, the dangerous one, the one that came right before something very bad or very good happened—and went to meet his brothers with blood on his hands and a woman's face drawn on a motel card sitting against his heart.
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He didn't leave.

Delia watched him through the office glass—her shotgun across his knees, his back against the post between rooms ten and eleven, the cherry of a cigarette the only thing moving on her entire lot. He sat the way a man sits when he has decided where he is going to be and how long he is going to be there, and none of it is negotiable.

She made coffee. She balanced the ledger. She wiped down the counter where his mug had been and found a smear of blood on the Formica—his knuckles, from the fight—and she stood there looking at it longer than it took to clean. Then she cleaned it, rinsed the rag, wrung it out, and hung it over the faucet.

At midnight she took him coffee. He took it without a word. Their fingers touched on the mug the same way they had on the key cards, and this time neither of them pretended it was an accident.

"You don't have to sit out here," she said.

"I know."

"I've got a shotgun under the register and I know how to use it."

"I saw." He looked up at her over the rim of the mug, and the neon threw pink light across the sharp planes of his face and the tombstones running down his forearms. "You were going to shoot them."

"I was going to shoot anyone who came through that door without paying for a room."

The grin. Not the dangerous one—the other one, the one that came slower and sat different on his face, like something he didn't use often enough and hadn't quite figured out the fit of. "Go back inside, Delia."

Her name in his mouth did something to the back of her knees. She didn't let it show.

"Don't tell me what to do on my own property."

"Wouldn't dream of it." He drank. "Go back inside."

She went back inside. Not because he told her to. Because the coffee was getting cold and the ledger was waiting and the way he said her name had done something she needed to sit down for.

She worked the desk until three. The highway was empty. Nothing moved on the frontage road. The two brothers who'd ridden in earlier were in rooms eleven and twelve, bikes parked side by side at the end of the row, and Crypt sat between them and the world like a man who had drawn a line in gravel and dared the dark to cross it.

At three she locked the office and lay down on the cot in the back room with her boots on. She did not sleep. She stared at the ceiling and listened to the coyotes and the distant, constant sound of a man breathing on the other side of a wall, and she thought about the way he'd taken that arm across the counter without a single second of hesitation, and the way he'd looked at her afterward like she was the only thing in the room worth standing up for.

She thought about what it meant that she hadn't asked him to stay and he hadn't asked if she wanted him to.

By seven there were four bikes in her lot.

Delia was behind the desk with the coffee going when the first two rumbled in off the highway, and she watched through the glass as Crypt crossed the lot to meet them. The taller one swung off his bike with the ease of a man who'd spent more of his life on one than off, sandy hair going silver at the temples, a grin that came easy. The second one was harder to read—dark eyes, a scar along his jaw, the kind of quiet that took up more space in a room than noise ever could. He wore the president's patch.

She knew what the patches meant. She'd run motels on desert highways long enough to know a one-percenter from a weekend rider, and these men wore the Tombstone MC bottom rocker like it was stitched into their skin.

The president walked her lot first. He checked the sight lines from the highway, stood in the doorway of room nine, crouched down where the blood had been on the gravel and looked at the stain the hose hadn't quite gotten out. The one with the silver temples followed two steps behind, talking low, and Crypt stood by the office with his arms
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