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One — The Sundown

	The Sundown made money on Friday nights the way a struck match makes fire—fast, bright, and only if somebody was paying attention. I was always paying attention.

	By ten the bar was three deep and loud enough that I felt the bass in my teeth, and I could have told you to the dollar how the night was running. Two kegs left on the good stuff, which meant I'd undercounted Thursday's delivery again. Hutch always shorted us and smiled about it, and one of these days I was going to stop letting him. The new girl, Dana, was pouring heavy because she was nervous, and nervous cost me liquor, so I'd put her on the register before midnight where heavy hands didn't matter. The jukebox was eating quarters and not playing, and two of the brothers had already kicked it, which was two more dents in a machine I'd write down as maintenance so the books stayed clean.

	That was the part nobody saw. The books staying clean.

	The Sundown was the Black Harrow's roadhouse, sat out on the county two-lane where Ardent quit being a town and started being desert. To the men it was the bar—where they drank and brought their women and settled the kind of argument that needed a parking lot. To the State of Nevada it was a legitimate business that paid its taxes and its people, owned on paper by a corporation that owned other things, and the line between the two was a line I walked every single day with a broom in my hand.

	A glass broke down the far end. I didn't look. Tank was already moving for it, because Tank looked when I didn't, and that was how a place ran—people in the right spots watching the right things.

	"Joss." Reggie leaned over the service rail, sweat in his beard, holding up an empty bottle of the bourbon I kept behind the register for officers only. "We're dry on the Buffalo."

	"You're not dry. You're at the bottom of the case, and the case is in my office, and the office is locked, because last time I left it open you and Dog drank a hundred and forty dollars of it playing cards." I was already pulling the key off the ring on my hip. "I'll bring two up. They're for the table, not for you. There's a difference and you know it."

	He grinned. "You're mean."

	"I'm the reason you've got a tab and not a tombstone," I said, and he laughed, and that was true too, in its way.

	I went back through the kitchen where Mama Lu was working the fryers, ducked into the office, and stood for half a second in the quiet of it with my hand flat on the gunmetal cabinet. The ledger was on the desk where I'd left it, open to a column that didn't reconcile.

	Eleven hundred dollars.

	Not the bar's money. The other money—the run money, the cash that came in dirty and went out laundered through three businesses and came back smelling like nothing. Eleven hundred dollars that should have closed a loop this week and hadn't, sitting in a gap I couldn't account for. I'd found it Tuesday. I'd told myself it was a timing thing, a deposit that hadn't cleared. By Friday I'd stopped telling myself that.

	I didn't know yet what eleven hundred dollars was worth. I thought it was an error. I want to say that, before any of the rest of it. The night this started, I thought I was looking at a mistake somebody made, and the worst thing I imagined was that I'd have to be the one to find it.

	I closed the ledger, took two bottles off the case, locked the cabinet, and went back out to the noise where my whole life was.

	I came up to the Harrow with nothing. I don't say that for sympathy; I say it because it's the thing that explains me. Sixteen and gone from a house that wasn't safe, eighteen and sleeping in a Buick, twenty and waiting tables in a town two counties over when a table of bikers came in dusty off a run and one of them watched me the whole night and didn't say a single ugly thing. The club took me in the way the desert takes water—completely, like it had been waiting. They gave me a bed, then a job, then a family, then a name. Cross's. And I gave them back the only thing I had, which turned out to be worth more than I knew: I was good with the things that fall apart when nobody's good with them. Money. Schedules. The drift between what a thing is and what it has to look like. I held the bar up and the books up and, though none of them would have put it this way, I held a good piece of the club up too.

	The men loved me. I want to be clear about that, because of where this goes. They'd have bled for me. But they saw Cross's old lady—the President's woman, the one who ran the bar and kept Mama Lu's recipes and remembered their kids' birthdays. They did not see the rest. They didn't know the clean money was clean because I scrubbed it. They didn't know how many times a quiet word from me in the right brother's ear had kept the club out of a hole. I didn't need them to know. A foundation isn't supposed to be seen. You only notice it when the house comes down.

	I set the bottles on the officers' table myself. Tuck was there, our Sergeant-at-Arms, gray in the beard and steady as a load-bearing wall, the oldest man in the club and the one Cross trusted with his back. He nodded at me like I'd done him a kindness instead of my job.

	"You eat tonight, girl?" he asked.

	"I'll eat when you stop watching the door like the Apocalypse rented a room."

	"Apocalypse can't afford our rates." He almost smiled. "Boss is in back."

	I felt it before he said it, the way you feel weather change. I always knew when Cross was in the building. Eight years and my body still turned toward him like something rooted reaching for sun.

	He was in the doorway of the back hall, shoulder against the frame, a beer he hadn't touched hanging from two fingers, watching me cross his bar in his cut with his patch on the back of it, and there was nothing in the world like being looked at by Eli Brandt. People called him Cross for a dozen reasons and I'd heard all of them—because he'd put a man in the ground at a crossroads outside Reno, because he carried the weight of the club like a thing nailed to him, because you did not want to be the reason he came across a room. I'd learned a different reason. He was a crossing. Everything in my life divided into before him and after.

	"You're staring, Mr. President," I said when I got close.

	"It's my bar," he said. "I'll stare at what's mine."

	"The bar's yours. I'm just the help."

	He set the beer down on the nearest table without looking at it and got a hand around the back of my neck, into my hair, and the noise of the room went somewhere far off. His thumb moved along my jaw. He was a big man, all heat and leather and the iron smell of the road, and he touched me like I was the one thing he was careful with.

	"Don't," he said low, "tell me you're the help. You're the only reason this place has a roof."

	I went still. He didn't usually say it out loud—what I was to the place, to him. He let me keep it quiet because he knew I wanted it quiet. So when he said it, it landed.

	"Long night?" I asked.

	"Long week." His eyes moved over my face, reading me the way I read the room. "You got something on your mind. You've been chewing on it since Tuesday."

	That was Cross. He couldn't tell you the bar's margins to save his life, but he could read me down to the bone. It should have made me feel safe. It mostly did.

	"It's nothing," I said. "A number that won't sit. I'll find it."

	"You always do." He kissed my forehead, then my mouth, slow, like the room wasn't full of his brothers, like we had all the time anyone ever gets. "Come home tonight before close. Let Tank lock up."

	"You getting sentimental on me?"

	"I'm getting greedy on you." His mouth curved against mine. "Different thing."

	Somebody whooped from the bar and somebody else told them to shut their mouth in front of the prez's old lady, and Cross lifted his head and gave the room a look that settled it without a word, and his hand stayed warm on the back of my neck the whole time, anchoring me, and I thought—God help me, I actually let myself think it—this is the safest I have ever been.

	I'd built it. Brick by quiet brick. The bar, the books, the family, the man whose hand was in my hair. I had walked out of a Buick and into a fortress and I'd helped lay every stone.

	I didn't know how fast a fortress comes down when the man who built it with you decides you were never inside the walls.

	Across the room, leaning easy against the pool table with a cue he wasn't using, Slate was watching us. Our Vice President. Cross's right hand. He smiled when he caught my eye, the smile of a man who has all night and means to use it, and lifted his beer an inch in a toast I didn't ask for.

	I lifted nothing back. I told myself it was because my hands were full.

	
Two — The Chapel Door

	Church met Sunday at noon, behind a door I had never once walked through and never wanted to.

	That's how it works. Church is the table, and the table is the men, and what gets said there stays there or somebody pays for the leak with something they can't grow back. I'd lived inside the Black Harrow for eight years and I could have drawn you the room from the brothers' faces alone—I knew a vote had gone bad by how Dog drank after, knew a run had gone clean by the way Cross's shoulders came down—but I had never seen the inside of it, and that was right. The line was the line. There were things that were mine and things that were the club's, and the strength of us was that everybody knew which was which.

	That morning the desert was already white-hot by ten, and the women did what the women always did, which was run the actual world while the men decided who got to feel important about it. Mama Lu had brisket going. Two of the younger old ladies were wrangling a pack of kids away from the bikes. And Birdie sat with me on the shaded side of the clubhouse porch, shelling a bowl of pole beans she'd grown in defiance of a climate that wanted everything dead, because Birdie had been defying things longer than I'd been alive.

	Birdie was Tuck's old lady, and Tuck had ridden with the Harrow since before it had a name worth saying, which made Birdie the closest thing the club had to a queen mother. She was seventy if she was a day, narrow and brown and quick, and she had buried two brothers and one son and she had never once let me see her flinch.

	"You're not shelling," she said. "You're brooding into a bowl of my beans."

	"I'm helping."

	"You're sitting there with that line between your eyebrows you get when the numbers lie to you." She nudged the bowl at me. "Shell. It'll keep your hands honest while your head does its thing."

	I shelled. She was right, the way she was always right.

	"Can I ask you something," I said, "you've been an old lady longer than anyone."

	"You can ask. I'll decide if I answer."

	"Did it ever bother you? That they—" I gestured at the closed clubhouse, at the muffled rise and fall of men's voices behind it. "That they think they run all of it. The whole thing. And we just keep the brisket warm."

	Birdie laughed, low, the dry rasp of it. "Honey. The day a man thinks you're keeping the brisket warm is the day you've got him exactly where you want him." She split a pod with her thumbnail. "Forty years I let Tuck believe he decided everything that ever happened in our house. You know what that bought me? Forty years of getting every single thing I wanted." She looked at me, and her eyes were not soft. They were clear. "The patch goes on the men's backs, Joss. But the women are the spine. Take the spine out and watch how long the body stands. They forget that, every generation. They always remember it too late."

	I'd think about that later. I'd think about it more than almost anything anyone ever said to me. They always remember it too late.

	The clubhouse door opened and the meeting let out into the heat, brothers spilling onto the lot lighting cigarettes and talking lower than they had inside. I watched Cross come out last, the way he always did, counting his men into the daylight before he stepped into it himself. He found me on the porch in two seconds and something in his face eased, and then it didn't, because whatever they'd talked about in there had left a weight on him.

	Slate came out beside him, close at his shoulder, talking, gesturing with two fingers like a man laying out a hand of cards. Cross was listening the way you listen to a man you respect and don't fully trust, which is to say with his whole face still and nothing in his eyes.

	"Dead River," Birdie said, watching them, reading the lot the way I read the books. "Has to be. Tuck's been grinding his teeth in his sleep all week."

	The Dead River MC ran the country east of us, past the dry lakebed, and we'd kept an ugly peace with them for three years that everyone treated like a held breath. There was territory between us that neither club officially claimed and both of us moved product through, and that kind of nothing-place is exactly the kind of place that gets men killed. Last month one of theirs had turned up beaten outside a bar that sat in the gray zone, and nobody had owned it, and not owning a thing like that is its own kind of message.

	Cross peeled away from Slate and came up the porch steps, and Slate's eyes followed him—followed him to me—and I caught the flicker in them before he smoothed it down. He didn't like it. He never had. The President's old lady on the porch the President walked straight to. The thing Cross would tell me later, in our bed, that he wouldn't tell the table.

	"Birdie," Cross said, dipping his head to her with the respect every man in the club gave her by reflex.

	"Eli." She was the only one who used his name. She'd earned it. "You look like a man who's about to make me worry."

	"Then don't watch me," he said, almost gentle, and she snorted and took her beans inside and left us the porch.

	He sat heavy on the step below me so I was above him for once, and I put my hand in his hair without deciding to, and he leaned his head back against my knee and shut his eyes, and for a moment he wasn't the President of anything. He was just a tired man letting the one safe person hold his head up.

	"Bad?" I said.

	"Slate wants to sit down with Dead River," he said. "Formal. Carve the gray zone, split it on paper, end the held breath." His jaw worked. "He's not wrong that it's bleeding us. He's not wrong about much, lately. That's what I don't like."

	"You think he's playing for something."

	"I think a man who's right that often is either a gift or a problem, and I haven't figured out which." He opened his eyes and turned his head, his cheek against my knee, looking up at me. "What do you think? You see things I don't."

	There it was—the thing about us that the brothers would never have believed. He asked me. The President of the Black Harrow MC put his hardest question in my lap on a porch step on a Sunday because in eight years I had never once steered him wrong, and he knew it, and he trusted it more than he trusted his own right hand.

	"I think," I said slowly, "that Slate's been to Dead River's territory twice this month that I know of, on club gas, and the runs don't show a reason. And I think there's eleven hundred dollars in the wash money that won't close, and I haven't found the why yet." I felt the words leave me and felt, somewhere
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