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	One

	Sloane

	two years is about how long it took me to stop listening for a motorcycle in the dark.

	I didn’t decide to stop. You don’t decide a thing like that. It wears off on its own, the way a callus softens once you quit the work that built it, and I only noticed mine was gone on the night the listening came back.

	By then we had a house on the edge of Coldwater, the last one before the county road quit pretending to be a road and went to gravel and then to dirt and then to nothing at all. It wasn’t much to look at. Two bedrooms, a porch that wanted paint, a square of yard that gave up and went brown every August no matter how I babied it. But it was ours, bought with clean money, and after the life I had come out of, that made it the finest house I had ever stood inside.

	Saint worked at a fabrication shop in town. He left at six and came home a little after five with his hands smelling like cut steel and his name printed on a check that didn’t have one drop of anybody’s blood folded into it. Most evenings he sat on the porch step and let the day come off him slow while I put supper together, and that was the whole of our life now. After all the things we had done to each other and for each other, the life had turned out small and quiet and plain, and I had learned to love it the way you learn to love a scar — not because it’s pretty, but because it’s proof you lived through the thing that made it.

	People who knew us before don’t believe it lasts. They wait for a man like Saint to go restless, to start missing the name people used to be afraid of, the chair at the head of the table. Maybe some nights he does miss it. I don’t ask. A long time ago we struck a deal that we would love each other with both eyes open, and what that means is that I never pretend he is gentler than he is, and he never pretends the quiet comes free. He turned around once, when turning around cost him everything he had. I decided that was enough. Most days it still is.

	My bike lived in the garage. A 1978 Shovelhead, matte black, no shine on it anywhere, built out of my dead father’s frame with my own two hands the winter after he died. I hardly rode it anymore. But every Sunday I went out and started it and let it idle in the dark with my palm laid flat on the tank, feeling it run, because a thing like that you do not let go cold. Some things you keep ready even after you’ve sworn you’ll never need them again.

	And I had sworn. That was the part everyone believed, which was fair, because it was mostly true. Sloane Calder, retired. The woman who took down her own club from the inside and walked out clean, who these days did nothing harder than balance a checkbook that finally had only her name on it. I let them believe it. The version of me that used to be useful to dangerous men was a version I was glad to be shut of.

	Then Crow came up the road on a Tuesday, and I should have known right then. Crow does not make social calls.

	He rode up alone, which was its own kind of message, and he came in and sat at my kitchen table and turned his coffee cup a slow half-circle on the wood without drinking out of it. That was how I knew he had come to say a thing he would rather not. I had known Crow a long time. We were not friends, exactly. What we had was the particular respect two people earn by very nearly killing each other and deciding, at the last second, not to. He ran the Dominion now, all of the territory the Hollow Saints used to hold and then some, and in all the years I had known him he had never once wasted my time.

	“There’s a girl,” he said.

	I waited. With Crow you wait.

	“Young. Twenty, maybe less. Working the county over, out past Dell’s.” He turned the cup the other way. “She’s collecting. Leaning on people. Doing it the old way, the way that works, and that was the first thing that bothered me, because nobody teaches a girl that young to do it that clean unless somebody spent real time on her.”

	“That’s not my business anymore,” I said. “You know that.”

	“I do.” He looked up. “Except she’s not using her own name when she does it. She’s using the Hollow Saints.”

	The kitchen went very quiet. A long way off, a truck climbed the grade and shifted down.

	The Hollow Saints were dead. Not weak, not scattered — dead, the way I had helped make them dead, two years back, on purpose. There was no club left to invoke. Whoever this girl was, she was wearing a name off a gravestone.

	“There’s more,” Crow said, and I could tell he hated this part most of all. “She’s not just saying she’s protected. She’s telling people a particular thing. She’s telling them Saint sent her.”

	I kept my face the way I keep it, which is to say I kept it like a wall, because that is the only thing I have ever truly known how to be. But something turned over low in my chest, slow and cold, the way the river turns over a stone.

	Saint sent her. My Saint. The man who at that moment was forty miles away with safety glasses pushed up on his forehead, cutting steel for an honest wage, who had not been a Hollow Saint in two years and had bled to stop being one.

	“Who is she?” I said.

	“Don’t know. That’s the other reason I’m sitting at your table instead of handling it.” Crow finally drank, once, and set the cup down. “I’d have run her off already. But she’s throwing your husband’s name around in my territory, and the last time somebody did that where I could hear it, it turned out to be the kind of problem a person brings to you. So I’m bringing it to you first. Out of respect. Before I decide it’s mine.”

	I told him I appreciated it. I told him I’d look into it. I walked him out to his bike and watched him ride off down the long dirt road, and then I stood in my brown yard a while in the last of the light and did not go back inside.

	I told Saint that night, over the supper dishes, watching his face the way I have watched men’s faces my whole life, because reading them is the one thing I have always done better than anyone else in the room.

	He set down the plate he was drying. “Using my name for what?”

	“Collecting. Leaning on people. Saying you sent her.”

	“I don’t know any girl,” he said, and there was nothing in it but plain confusion, the honest kind, the kind you cannot fake to someone who has spent a lifetime learning the difference. “I haven’t worn that patch in two years. Why would anybody—” He stopped. Shook his head. “Some grifter heard the old stories and figured a dead club’s name is free to use. People do that.”

	“People do that,” I agreed.

	And they do. That is the thing. It happens all the time. A name earns a reputation and outlives the men who paid for it, and somebody finds it lying on the ground and wears it like a borrowed coat. There was nothing in any of it that had to mean a single thing.

	Except the girl was twenty, maybe less. And twenty years ago I had not yet laid eyes on the man standing in my kitchen drying my plates, and I caught myself doing the arithmetic before I could stop, and then I made myself quit, because that was a kind of thinking that led nowhere good and I knew it.

	It was nothing. I told myself it was nothing.

	I had told myself that exact thing one other time in my life, a long while back, about a man and a debt I believed I could keep quiet, and it had cost me damn near everything I had.

	So I did not tell myself it was nothing for very long.

	The next morning, before the sun was full up, I went out to the garage and took the Shovelhead down off its stand, and I checked the oil and the tires and the chain, and I rode out past Dell’s to go and find the girl who was using my husband’s name.

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Two

	Wren

	the trick to leaning on a man twice your size is to decide, before you ever walk in the door, that you don’t care if he hits you. Men can smell the caring. They can’t smell the box cutter in your sleeve, or the fact that you mapped the exits before you sat down, but fear they can always smell, so the first thing you teach yourself is to put yours somewhere their nose can’t find it.

	I learned that at sixteen. I was twenty now, near as anybody had ever bothered to tell me, and I’d gotten good enough that I could walk into the back office of a dying tire shop on a gray afternoon, hitch myself onto the corner of the man’s own desk like I’d bought it, and watch him decide he was scared of me before I opened my mouth.

	His name was Denny. He owed eleven hundred dollars to people who did not write eleven hundred dollars off, and he’d spent two weeks not answering his phone, which is how he’d ended up with me on his desk instead of his bookkeeper.

	“You know who I run with,” I said. Not a question. You never make it a question. A question hands them a door. “The Hollow Saints don’t lose a number, Denny. They especially don’t lose yours. And they sent me to remind you.”

	I watched it do the thing it always did. I watched the name land on him and go to work — watched his eyes cut to the door and the color drain out of his face — and I sat very still and let it, because the name did the heavy lifting and all I had to do was be the hand it came attached to.

	I’d been carrying that name around the better part of a year. The Hollow Saints. The people I worked for had handed it to me like a key, back when I graduated from running packages to running collections, and they’d said use it, it opens things, and they’d been right. It opened everything. Men who would have laughed a twenty-year-old girl out of the room went gray and reasonable the second I said it. I never asked too many questions about why a name I’d never earned worked better than a gun would have. You don’t, coming up the way I came up. You find the thing that works and you stop asking it to explain itself.

	Denny paid. He went into the floor safe under a stack of invoices and counted it out twice with shaking hands, and at the end he tried to make it friendly, tried to ask my name like we were going to know each other now. I told him my name was none of his business, and that if I had to come back it wouldn’t be me that came, and I
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