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PROLOGUE

	The Cut

	The Iron Halo held its founding run the last weekend of September, and I had worked every one of them for nine years. Behind the bar. Over the books. On my knees in the gravel once at two in the morning, wiping somebody’s blood off somebody else’s bumper before the sun and the county could get curious about it. That was my patch. Nobody sewed it onto anything. You don’t get a rocker for being the woman who makes the mess go away — you just get to keep your place at the edge of the light, close enough to see all of it, far enough back that not one of them ever turns around to check whether you’re still standing there.

	I was refilling the ice well when the room changed.

	It’s a thing you learn, living inside a club the way I’d lived inside this one. The noise never stops. It bends. A hundred people and a dead jukebox grinding out the same four bands it’s ground out since I was twenty, and underneath it a current shifts, and every patched man lifts his chin at the same second the way dogs do before you’ve heard the truck in the drive. I set the scoop down. I looked for Jesse without deciding to, the way I’d looked for Jesse for seven years, a habit worn so far into me it didn’t count as a choice anymore.

	I found him by the pool tables. He wasn’t alone.

	I’ll be honest about the first second, because the first second wasn’t rage. It was housework. She’s had too much, she’s leaning on him, somebody get her a water — because that is what Colette had been to me since she was nine years old and I was nineteen and we got dropped at the same door by the same tired woman with the same manila folder. I found her asleep in the bed of a stranger’s truck that first night. I braided her hair for picture day for six years running. I taught her to drive a stick in the Kmart lot until she stopped crying about the clutch. I stood up in a folding chair at her graduation and clapped till my palms went hot, because her mother was dead and mine had never once shown, and somebody in that gymnasium was going to make noise for that girl if it killed me.

	So the first second, I thought she needed a water.

	Then Jesse’s hand slid up the inside of her thigh — slow, easy, a hand that had done it before and knew the road — and he tipped his head back and laughed at whatever she breathed into his ear. And Colette lifted her eyes across that whole crowded, roaring room, and she found me, and she did not look away.

	That’s the part that took me apart. Not the hand. The looking.

	The scoop had left a wet ring on the bar. I watched it spread while the floor tilted, slow, the way the ground tilts right after a wreck when you haven’t started to hurt yet, and I thought, with the flat clean calm of a person in shock, that they had chosen tonight on purpose. Founding run. Every charter in three states. Every officer, every old lady, every hangaround with a phone in his cut. If you meant to end a woman in front of the only world she had, God himself couldn’t hand you a better night than this one.

	Jesse stood. He set Colette on her feet with a steadying palm at the small of her back — gentle with her, careful with her — and he crossed the floor to me, and the room opened a lane without being asked, the way it always opened for Jesse Kane, because Jesse was going to carry the gavel one day and every soul in that building knew it.

	He stopped on the other side of the bar. Close enough that I could smell her perfume on his collar.

	“Wren.” He said my name like he was setting something down that had gotten heavy. “Don’t make this ugly.”

	I didn’t trust my mouth, so I kept it shut.

	“Come on.” Quieter now. Almost kind, and the almost-kind was the cruelest thing he’d ever done to me. “You had to know. We’ve been done a long time. You keep the books, you keep quiet, you keep waiting on me to notice you again, and I’m just — I can’t keep the act up. Not in front of the whole club.” He tapped two fingers on the wood. “Have the house cleared by Sunday. I’ll be decent about it. I’ve always been decent to you.”

	Somewhere behind him a man laughed. Not the whole room. Enough of it.

	I’ve built the sentence a hundred ways since. Sharp ones. Ones that would have opened him up in front of all of them. What I had in the moment was the only true thing left in me.

	“I raised her.”

	His jaw ticked. For half a breath something moved behind his eyes that might have grown into shame if he’d let it live. He didn’t. “Yeah, well.” He shrugged one shoulder. “She grew up.”

	Then he reached across the bar and took my left hand — the one with the thin worn band on it — and I thought, for one sick second, that he meant to be tender. And then I understood he was going for the ring. To take it. Here. To finish the picture so the whole club could watch him do it.

	A hand closed around Jesse’s wrist before he touched me.

	I never saw him move. That was the thing about Priest that men said low and then stopped saying, the way you stop poking at a snake — nobody ever saw him move. He’d been across the room the whole night, against the far wall with a beer he never drank, a big still shape you learned to steer around without thinking about why. And then he was simply there, his scarred fingers wrapped around Jesse Kane’s forearm, and the clubhouse dropped from a roar to a silence so total I could hear the beer sign buzzing over the door.

	“That’s her ring,” Priest said.

	He didn’t raise his voice. I’d never once in nine years heard Priest raise his voice. That was the whole trick of him. The rest of them got loud to fill up a room. He didn’t have to.

	Jesse pulled. His arm didn’t move. He was a hard man and a strong one, and I watched it cross his face — the understanding that right now, held in that grip, he was a child. “Get your hand off me,” Jesse said.

	Priest let go. Slow. Like it was a courtesy he was choosing to extend and could just as easily take back.

	Then Hutch’s voice came down the length of the room, and it stopped being about me and Jesse at all.

	“Chapel.” President Marcus Hale stood at the mouth of the back hall with his cut on and his readers shoved up into his gray hair, and he didn’t look at me, and he didn’t look at Colette, and the fact that he wouldn’t look at either of us told me more than anything that had happened yet. “Officers. Now.”

	They peeled off toward the reaper burned into the chapel door. Jesse. Priest. Boone, the VP, who caught my eye on the way past and then couldn’t hold it and looked at his boots. The door shut. The party didn’t start back up. Two hundred people who’d been laughing thirty seconds ago stood around a room and pretended to find things to do with their hands.

	Colette came to me.

	She stopped where Jesse had stood, and up close she was young and scared and one blink from crying, and the very worst of it was that my body still thought she was mine to comfort. “Wren.” Barely a whisper. “I never meant it to — it just happened, it wasn’t supposed to be like —”

	“Get the water,” I said.

	She blinked. “What?”

	“Flat of it under the sink in the back. Half these people are going to want one before the night’s out.” My voice came out even and low, a woman running a bar, and it did not sound like the sound of something breaking, and I held on to it with both hands because it was the last thing I owned. “Go on. Make yourself useful.”

	She went. She actually went. And I stayed on my feet, which I count as the one victory of my life up to that point, and after a while the chapel door opened.

	Hutch came out first. He came the whole length of the room to me, and this time he did look at me, and there was a thing in his face that in a smaller man I’d have called sorrow.

	“Wren.” He put both palms flat on the bar. “You’ve been a daughter of this club since before half these boys had a patch to their name. Cormac’s girl. I won’t insult you by pretending tonight didn’t happen the way it happened.” His voice dropped under the ceiling of the room. “But it did happen, in front of every set of eyes we’ve got, and that changes what you are to us now. You understand me? A cast-off old lady who knows everything this club knows and answers to no man inside it — that is not a thing I can leave lying loose. Not right now. Not with what’s already coming down the road at us.”

	“I don’t want anything from the club,” I said. “I’ll be gone by Sunday. Jesse can keep the —”

	“You’re not going anywhere.” Flat. Final. And beneath the finality, so quiet I nearly lost it in the buzz of the sign: “I can’t let you.”

	I stared at him.

	“It’s decided.” He straightened, and he put the president back into his spine so the room could hear it, so it would be law the instant it cleared his teeth. “Wren Mercer stays a daughter of the Iron Halo. She stays under our patch, under our roof, under a name that stands.” He turned his head, and he found the big still shape by the chapel door, and he said it out loud to all of them. “She marries Priest.”

	I don’t remember what the room did. I’ve been told it did something. I was looking at Elias Crane.

	They called him a monster, and they weren’t being colorful. Everybody owned a piece of one story — the thing he’d done to the Dominion man three winters back, the reason nobody put the word chapel and his road name in the same breath, the plain fact that grown patched men who feared nothing this side of the ground would rather crawl than sit across a table from him. He stood against the wall with the beer he never drank, and his eyes gave me exactly nothing, and he looked at me the way you look at a debt somebody’s just dropped in your lap without asking whether you wanted it. And I understood, standing there over the cooling body of my own marriage on the floor of the only home I’d ever had, that I had just been handed out of one cage and into the dark of a worse one.

	Priest set the bottle down on the nearest table.

	He didn’t say yes. He didn’t say anything at all. He held my eyes across that silent room, and the last thought I had before the noise came rushing back in was that no one — not Hutch, not Jesse, not the whole roaring club of them — no one had thought to ask me a single thing.

	* * *

	 

	
ONE

	Two Cups

	They married us eleven days later at the county clerk’s, on a Tuesday, at 8:40 in the morning, because that was the first slot the woman behind the glass had open.

	Sit with that a second. Not for pity — I’m long past asking anyone for that. It just matters, to me, that there were no flowers. There was a fluorescent tube overhead with a dead moth shut up inside it, and a laminated card about the fees, and a clerk named Donna who called us both hon and put the wrong sound in the middle of Crane. Hutch witnessed. Boone witnessed. Jesse wasn’t there, which was the single mercy of my whole week. Colette wasn’t there. My father wasn’t there, because Cormac Mercer had been in the ground nineteen months, and a man does not rise up out of it to stop a thing this stupid no matter how hard his daughter stands in a beige little room and asks him to.

	Priest wore a clean shirt.

	I noticed it and I couldn’t stop noticing it. Black, buttoned to the throat, no colors over it — you don’t wear your cut into a government building — sleeves turned back so the ink showed dark on his forearms, big ruined hands folded in front of him the way a man folds them at a graveside. He’d shaved. I don’t know why that hollowed me out the way it did. Some part of me had braced all week for him to treat this like the joke it was, to show up in whatever he’d slept in and make it plain I wasn’t worth the trouble of a razor.

	He’d shaved.

	We said Donna’s words back to her. When he said I do, his voice was the same low even thing it always was — it didn’t shake and it didn’t soften, and I hated how badly I wanted it to do one or the other.

	Then he took my hand and slid a ring onto it. Plain. Wider than the one Jesse gave me, heavier, cool going on and then warming against my skin. I don’t know where he got it, or when. I hadn’t given him a size.

	It fit.

	He drove us out of town in an old crew-cab that smelled like cold coffee and gun oil, north, then west, up a gravel road with nothing on either side but scrub and the odd dead truck sinking into the weeds. I understood the shape of his life the second we turned off the two-lane. The other patched men kept their places crowded up near the clubhouse where the party never fully ended, or stacked into town where a brother was always thirty seconds out. Priest had put twelve miles and a chained gate between himself and the club he’d bled for, and I filed that away without knowing yet what it was going to mean to me.

	The house was low and old and smaller than I’d braced for, and it was clean in a way that stopped me in the doorway. I’d built a whole story on the drive out — bottles, a stink, the den of a man who didn’t care about anything. What I walked into was a swept plank floor and a woodstove and books. Real ones. Two full walls of them, spines cracked soft and stood back straight. A rifle over the door, oiled. And one coffee cup, upside down in the rack by the sink, and when I saw that one cup my throat did a thing I had to turn my face away from — because a man who keeps one cup is a man who has arranged his whole life around the certainty that no one is ever coming.

	He set my bag down by the door. My whole life fit in one bag. That’s its own kind of information, if you’re listening.

	“Bedroom’s back on the left,” he said. “It’s yours. I’m on the couch.”

	I turned. He stood by the door with his hands loose and his eyes fixed on some point past my shoulder — the way a man looks when he’s decided in advance not to look at you — and I braced, because here it came. Here was where he told me what I was for.

	“I’ll say this once,” Priest said, “and then we don’t have to have it again.”

	“Okay.”

	“You didn’t pick this. Neither did I.” Plain, no weight on it, a fact like the weather coming in. “Hutch handed you to me to keep you safe and keep you quiet, and I took it, and my reasons are mine. But whatever those two men think they did to you the other night — Kane, and Hutch both — they didn’t buy you and give you to me. That’s not a thing that can happen to a person. You’re not a debt I’m collecting.”

	I held still. Nineteen months of grief and eleven days of being made small had scoured me down to a thing that only knew how to wait for the next hit, and I could not for the life of me find where this one meant to land.

	“You get the room. The door’s got a bolt — throw it, use it, I don’t care, that’s what it’s there for. You go where you want. You see who you want. You say what you want, to me or anybody. I’ve got no claim on your body, and I don’t want one you didn’t put in my hand yourself, and you’re never going to put one in my hand, and that’s fine. I’m not built for it anyhow.” Something crossed his face too fast to name. “I’ll keep you fed. I’ll keep you safe. Any man in that club or out of it points a hand your way, he answers to me, and every one of them knows exactly what that costs. Past that —” and here he finally looked at me, and it was like a door swinging open on an unlit room, no way to judge the size of what was standing in it — “past that, don’t expect a thing from me. It’s easier on both of us if you just don’t.”

	Then he lifted a set of keys off a nail by the door. “Coffee’s in the tin. Groceries are still in the truck, I’ll bring them.” And he went back out into the gray morning to carry in the food he’d bought for a woman he’d been married to for two hours, and I stood in the middle of a monster’s clean small house and pressed the back of my hand against my mouth so he wouldn’t hear the sound that came out of me.

	Because I knew that speech.

	Not the words. The shape of it. You are a responsibility and I will honor it and expect nothing in return. Jesse Kane had never, in seven years, said one thing to me half that honest — and it had taken the man the whole club called a monster, on the worst morning of my life, to be the first person under that patch to look straight at what I might want and treat it like a thing that was actually there.

	The truck door thunked. Boots on the gravel, unhurried, a big man in no hurry, coming back to a house that until eleven days ago had held exactly one cup.

	I wiped my face with the heel of my hand. I found the tin. And when he shouldered the door open with his arms full of paper sacks — bread, coffee, and a carton of the exact eggs I liked, which meant he’d asked somebody, which meant that at some point this week he had stood in an aisle and thought about it — I had two cups down off the rack and the kettle already ticking toward a boil.

	He stopped in the doorway. He looked at the two cups on the counter a beat longer than a man looks at nothing.

	“You take yours black,” I said. It wasn’t quite a question. My voice only went a little at the edges.

	Priest set the sacks down on the table.

	“Yeah,” he said. “I do.”

	 

	
TWO

	The Empty Ride

	I woke my first morning in that house to an empty room and coffee already made.

	He’d left the pot on the warming shelf of the woodstove, and he’d left the second cup out on the counter where I’d set it the day before — turned right-side up now, waiting. No note. Priest didn’t strike me as a man who’d written a note in his life. But the cup was out and the coffee was hot, and the two of those things together said a thing a note would have cheapened.

	His side of the house told me more than he ever would. I didn’t snoop, exactly. I’m not going to pretend I didn’t look. The couch had a pillow with a real case on it and a wool blanket folded into a square with corners, army-tight, a man who’d learned to make a bed somewhere that graded him on it. The books ran the alphabet on one wall and ran nothing on the other — history, mostly, and a whole shelf of field guides to things you’d find out here, birds and tracks and the names of scrub I’d driven past my entire life without knowing had names. There was a photograph face-down in a drawer I had no business opening and put back the way I found it, my heart going hard, because a face-down photograph is the loudest thing in any room and I
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