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The rockhound couple from Flagstaff had been touching every piece of rough turquoise on the shelf for forty minutes, and Marlene Foss had been adding a dollar to the price of each one every time they set it back down.

"That cabochon-grade?" The husband held up a chunk of Sleeping Beauty rough the size of his fist. "Seems steep."

"It was four dollars less when you picked it up the first time." Marlene leaned on the counter with both forearms. "Rent goes up in here every ten minutes. You're at twenty-six now."

The wife looked at the husband. The husband put the turquoise back down.

"Twenty-seven," Marlene said.

She let them suffer another minute, then boxed the whole lot for the price she'd had in her head since they walked in — which was fair, but she was not going to be the one to say so. She rang it on the old register, made change out of a coffee can, and watched them carry the bag to their RV like they'd gotten away with something. They hadn't.

She pulled two cold Tecates from the cooler behind the counter and walked out onto the porch. The Dragoon Rock Shop sat on twelve acres of hardpan and scrub at the foot of the mountains, the campground spread out behind it in numbered sites running back toward the old mine road. The afternoon heat was still brutal — a hundred and four on the thermometer she'd nailed to the porch post six years ago and never once thought about replacing. The desert ran flat and gold to the south, and the Dragoons climbed up behind her in a wall of rust-colored rock that went orange at this hour.

Wrecker sat on her porch rail with his boots on the lower slat and his back against the post, right where he'd been for the past hour. She handed him the Tecate without asking if he wanted one.

"You rob those people?" He cracked it without looking at her.

"I gave them a volume discount." She dropped into the chair beside him and put her boots up on the rail near his thigh. "They just don't know it yet."

He almost smiled. On Wrecker, that meant one corner of his mouth moved about a sixteenth of an inch. She'd been watching for it long enough to catch it.

The Tombstone MC had been stopping at her place on the ride up to the Overlook for years. Not every run, but most of them. The bikes would rumble up her dirt drive and the brothers would come in for cold beer and bad coffee and whatever she had on the grill, and then they'd ride on up the mountain for whatever it was they did up there that she had the good sense never to ask about. Wrecker was always the one who stayed longest. Sat on her rail, drank whatever she handed him, and didn't fill the air with talk that didn't need to be there. She liked that about him. She liked a lot of things about him that she had been carefully not examining too closely for longer than she cared to admit.

Six-three and built like he'd been put together by someone who wanted a wall that could also throw a punch. Dark hair going gray that he didn't bother hiding, a scar splitting his right eyebrow, forearms sleeved in black ink that looked like names and dates she'd never asked about. He had a stare on him that made the rockhounds from Flagstaff walk a wider path to their RV than was strictly necessary.

She took a pull off her beer and looked out at the campground. Four sites occupied tonight. The young couple in the tent at site three had been there two nights and she'd comped them both because the kid had exactly the look of someone counting coins for gas money, and the site had been paid for already, she'd told him. It hadn't been.

"Those men are back up on the hill," she said.

Wrecker turned his head. Not fast, but all the way.

"The ones with the instruments. Surveying equipment, maybe, or something like it. Third day now. Standing right up on the ridge where my guests can see them, which is the part that annoys me."

"How many?"

"Two yesterday. Three today. They've got a truck parked up on the old mine road past the campground boundary." She drank her beer. "I went up there Tuesday and told them they were standing on my property and they could stand somewhere else. They showed me a map that didn't have my property line where I have my property line, and then they went back to standing."

"Lundgren's people."

It wasn't a question. She answered it anyway.

"Roy Lundgren made me two offers on this place in the last eight months. The first one was insulting and the second one was insulting in a nicer envelope." She set her beer on the arm of the chair and looked at Wrecker straight on. "I told him no both times in front of a full shop and at least four of my campers. The second time I told him what he could do with the envelope, and I was specific about it, and three women from Tucson applauded."

Something moved behind Wrecker's eyes that she'd seen before — on runs when something at the roadhouse went sideways, or the one time a tweaker had wandered into her campground and gotten between a brother and his bike. It was the look of a man whose mind had just shifted from one kind of thinking to another, and it did not make him look safer.

"He's been running claims all through these hills for thirty years," she said, the way she'd say the weather was hot or the beer was cold — a fact about the country she lived in. "Everybody in the district knows it. He finds ground worth taking, he makes an offer that's not really one, and if you're slow about it, he sends men until the ground is empty." She finished her beer. "The people who argued longest aren't around anymore to argue."

"And you laughed at him."

"I laughed at him twice." She smiled, and it was not a small smile. "In front of witnesses."

Wrecker looked out at the campground, then up at the ridge where the survey crew had been standing. His beer was still full in his hand. She watched him read the property the way she'd seen him read a room at the roadhouse — sight lines, approaches, distance from the tree line to the shop. His mind was doing something with all of it, and whatever it was, it was not casual.

"Marlene."

"I'm right here."

"How long since the second offer?"

"Three months. Then the men with instruments showed up Monday." She crossed her arms. "I've run this place alone since I was twenty-eight years old. I bought it when it was a burned-out shell over a dry well, and I am standing in it right now, and I will be standing in it tomorrow, and no man with a survey map and a checkbook is going to make me stand somewhere else."

He didn't tell her she was brave. He didn't tell her she was stubborn. He looked at her the way he always looked at her — like he was measuring something he hadn't finished calculating yet — and she held the look because she had never once in her life been the first one to drop her eyes.

A truck came up the drive.

It came slow, the way a vehicle comes when it wants you to see it and think about what it means. A white dually with mud on the rocker panels and no plates Marlene could read from the porch. It pulled to a stop in front of the shop and sat there with the engine running and the AC blowing hard enough to fog the windows.

Four men got out.

The driver was the biggest — heavy through the chest and shoulders, sunburned neck above a gray crew cut, the kind of build that came from moving things that didn't want to be moved. The other three fanned out behind him without being told to, which meant they'd done this before.

Marlene didn't get up. She put her boots down off the rail and set her beer on the porch boards and stayed right where she was.

"Ms. Foss." The big man stopped at the bottom of her steps. He didn't look at Wrecker. That was a choice. "Mr. Lundgren wanted me to come by personally."

"Did he."

"The offer's come down. It's going to keep coming down." He put one boot on the bottom step. "He wanted you to hear that from someone who could explain it clearly."

"You're standing on my step," Marlene said. "I charge for that."

The big man — Krantz, she'd heard the name from the feed store owner in Dragoon, who'd said it the way people say the name of something they don't want near their house — looked at her with the flat patience of a man who has emptied a dozen properties on that look alone.

"The number was generous three months ago. It isn't generous anymore." He came up another step. "The smart play is to take what's on the table before the table gets cleared."

"The smart play." Marlene stood up out of her chair, and she was a big woman standing to her full height with her shoulders back and her hands on her hips, and she filled her own doorway exactly the way she enjoyed filling it. "You can tell Roy Lundgren that the smart play was not sending a man onto my porch to threaten me while I'm drinking a beer in my own chair. You can tell him the price of my land went up the same way my turquoise does — every time someone puts their hands on it without buying. And you can tell him that if he sends one more man up my road with a survey map and a threat dressed up like an offer, I will staple that map to his forehead and the whole county will hear me doing it."

One of the men behind Krantz moved.

He didn't reach for a weapon. He didn't raise his voice. He just stepped to the side of the porch and took Marlene's arm above the elbow, firm, like he was going to move her out of the way of her own door so the conversation could continue without her in it.

He had his hand on her for exactly one second.

Wrecker came off that porch rail like something that had been still for a long time and was not still anymore.
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The man's hand was on Marlene's arm, and Wrecker had the distance from the porch rail to that hand measured before he was fully off it.

Two steps. One and a half if he didn't care about footing.

He didn't care about footing.

He caught the man's wrist and stripped it off her arm and kept the motion going, driving the elbow down across the porch post with his full weight behind it. The joint broke with a sound like a green branch snapping, and the man's scream didn't make it all the way out before Wrecker had already let him drop and was moving to the second one.

The second one was faster than the first. He got his hands up. It didn't matter. Wrecker hit him once in the sternum, folded him, and drove him backward through the screen door with a shoulder that sent the frame off its hinges and both of them through the opening in a shower of torn mesh and splintered wood. The man landed on the shop floor among a display of polished agate bookends and did not get up.

The third man reached for something at his waistband.

Wrecker looked at him.

The hand came off the waistband. Slowly.

The whole yard had taken maybe forty seconds. Wrecker stood on the porch with his knuckles bleeding and his breathing unchanged, positioned between Marlene and every man in the drive without having thought about it. He had not thought about any of it. A man put his hands on her and the distance closed and now the distance was closed.

Krantz had not moved from the bottom of the steps.

He stood there with his boots planted and his hands at his sides and looked at the broken man writhing in the gravel and the second one visible through the ruined door, and his face did not change. He had the flat patience of a man who had done this enough times to know that one bad afternoon did not change the outcome. It just changed the price.

"That's going to cost her," Krantz said. Not to Wrecker. Past him, to Marlene. "Everything that just happened is going on her tab."

"Get off my property." Marlene's voice came from behind Wrecker's shoulder, and she was closer than he expected — close enough that he could feel the heat of her along his back. She hadn't moved behind him for protection. She'd moved behind him to get a clear line to Krantz's face. "Take your men and your truck and get off my land before I add to the bill."

Krantz studied her for a long moment. Then he looked at Wrecker, and whatever he saw there was something he filed away for later rather than something he intended to deal with now.

"Next time won't be a conversation," he said.

He turned his back — deliberately, making a show of how little the last forty seconds had concerned him — and walked to the truck. He jerked his head and the third man helped the one with the broken elbow into the back seat. The one in the shop crawled out through the ruined door on his own, dripping blood from a cut above his ear, and made it to the truck without looking back.

Krantz pulled down the drive. Slowly. At the bottom, where the road met the main track, he swung the dually wide and drove directly over the exposed water line. The PVC cracked under the tires with a sound Wrecker could hear from the porch, and Krantz kept going without touching his brakes.

The dust settled. The desert went quiet. A raven called from somewhere up on the ridge.

"You broke my screen door."

Wrecker turned around. Marlene stood in the doorway — what was left of the doorway — with her arms crossed and her hair in her face and a look on her that was not fear and was not gratitude and was something he could not quite name that made the blood in his hands feel like it was still moving toward a fight.

"He grabbed you," Wrecker said.

"And you put a man through my door. That screen was original to the building. I've had it since I bought this place."

"I'll fix the door."

"You'll buy me a new one is what you'll do." She pushed her hair back with both hands and looked at the hinge pins hanging from the frame. "Ninety-dollar screen and you threw a two-hundred-pound man through it like it was nothing."

She was standing close enough that he could see the pulse going in her throat. Fast. Her hands were steady, but the pulse was running hard and she wasn't doing anything to hide it. She smelled like beer and dust and the turquoise she'd been handling all afternoon — a mineral smell, clean and sharp under the desert heat.

"You're bleeding," she said.

He looked down at his knuckles. Split across the first two on his right hand. He hadn't felt it.

"Come inside." She turned and walked through the broken doorway without looking back, stepping over the man-shaped dent in the display shelf like it was a piece of furniture she hadn't gotten around to moving.

He followed her.

She went behind the counter and came back with a first-aid kit that had been taped shut so many times the original lid didn't close anymore. She took his hand without asking, turned it over, and started cleaning the cuts with peroxide and a piece of gauze that she used the way she did everything — directly, without hesitating, and with more force than was strictly necessary.

"Ow."

"Don't be a baby." She wrapped his knuckles with three efficient turns of tape and tore it with her teeth. "You just broke a man's arm with your bare hands and you're wincing at peroxide."

"You pour it like you're trying to get to bone."

She almost smiled. On her, that was a wide crack in the armor that showed something warmer underneath, and it hit him somewhere behind the sternum with a force that had nothing to do with the fight he'd just been in.

She was still holding his hand.

"Lundgren," he said.

The almost-smile went away. She let go of his hand and leaned back against the counter, arms crossed again, and looked at him the way she looked at everything — straight on, measuring.

"Roy Lundgren has been working old mining claims across these hills for thirty years. Gold, mostly. He runs crews on ground he has no right to, mills it at a site nobody drives past, and moves it through buyers who have never asked him one question." She said it flat, the way people talk about weather they've lived with their whole lives. "He finds ground worth taking. He makes an offer. If you're slow about it, he sends men. The people who were slow aren't anywhere anymore."

"And that's what's under your hill."

"Old workings. Walked away from in 1931 when the price dropped out. My twelve acres sit across the only road a truck can use to get to them." She uncrossed her arms and put her hands flat on the counter behind her. "I've known it since I bought the place. Everybody in the district knows it. It's why the price was what it was."

Wrecker looked at her. She was not afraid. That was not courage putting a front over fear — she was genuinely, simply not afraid. She was angry and she was certain and she was standing in her own shop with the door broken and the water line cracked and a man's blood on her display shelf, and she was not going anywhere.

Something shifted in his chest that he did not have a name for.

"This isn't four men with a grudge," he said. "The man you're describing takes ground for a living. He's got thirty years of infrastructure behind it — crews, money, people on payroll who keep the county quiet. That's not a neighbor with a bad offer. That's an operation."

"I know what it is."

"Do you know what he'll do next?"

"I know what he's done before." Her chin came up. "And I know I'm still standing in my own shop."

He stepped closer to her. One step, and the counter was at her back and he was close enough to see the chip in her front tooth and the gray coming in at her temple and the way her eyes widened just slightly when the distance between them went from conversational to something else entirely.

"That man who just drove out of here is going to come back," Wrecker said. "Not with four. With more. And not to talk."

"I know."

"You're not doing this alone."

"I've been doing everything alone since I was twenty-eight years old."

"Not this." He put his hand on the counter beside her hip. Not touching her. Close enough that she could feel the heat of it. "Not anymore."

She looked at his hand, then back up at his face. Her pulse was visible in her throat again. She didn't step away from him. She didn't lean into him either, and the fact that she held exactly where she was — not yielding, not retreating, just standing her own ground in the six inches between his body and hers — did something to him that no woman had done in a very long time.

"You're going to have to give me a better reason than that," she said.

"How about the reason where a man just grabbed you on your own porch and I'm still standing here trying to figure out why my hands won't stop shaking."

Her mouth opened. Closed. She looked down at his hands on the counter — both of them now, bracketing her — and then back up at him, and the heat coming off her was close enough to taste.

"Your hands aren't shaking," she said quietly.

"They were."

She held his eyes for a long moment, and the shop was very quiet, and the broken door let in a stripe of late sun that laid itself across the floor between them like a line neither of them was ready to cross yet.

"Fix my door," she said. "Then we'll talk about the rest of it."

He didn't move. She didn't either. The stripe of sun crept an inch across the floor, and out in the desert a coyote started up early, and Wrecker stood there with this woman between his hands — not touching her, not stepping back, not doing one thing about the fact that he had just beaten two men bloody for the crime of being in her space — and he knew, with the same certainty he knew ground and distance and the way a fight would go before the first round was fired, that he was not going to be able to walk away from this.

Not from the fight coming up that road.

Not from her.
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She heard the bikes before she saw them.

A low rumble that came up through the desert floor like distant thunder, except thunder didn't hold a gear or downshift at the turn. Marlene was standing in the shop doorway — the doorway without a screen door anymore, thanks to the man currently replacing the hinge pins with a screwdriver he'd found in her toolbox without asking — when the first headlight swung off the main road and started up her drive.

Then the second. Then the third.

Then she stopped counting.

The Tombstone MC came down off the mountain in a column that filled her dirt road from shoulder to shoulder, headlights cutting through the dusk like a lit fuse. They'd been heading up to the Overlook for whatever it was they did up there, and someone — Wrecker, she assumed, though she hadn't seen him make a call — had turned them around and brought them here instead.

By the time the sun was fully down, there were fourteen bikes in her yard and men walking her fence line in the dark.

Marlene did what she always did when people showed up in her yard. She fed them.

She had two flats of chicken thighs in the chest freezer and enough rice to feed a platoon, and she dragged the big grill out from behind the shop and got it lit while the brothers were still parking. She didn't ask if they were hungry. She didn't ask if they were staying. She put beer in the cooler and chicken on the grill and went back inside for the cast iron, and by the time the first man came up to the porch with his hands in his pockets looking like he wasn't sure if he was invited, she had plates out on the counter and a look on her face that made it clear the question had already been answered.

"Sit down or get out of my way," she told Crypt, who was six-four and built like a mine shaft and was blocking the entire doorway. "Food's in ten minutes and I'm not going around you."

Crypt looked at Wrecker. Wrecker shook his head once. Crypt grinned — the kind of grin that appeared right before something very bad happened, except in this case the bad thing was that a woman half his weight had just moved him off a doorway with her voice alone — and sat down on the porch steps.

"I like her," he said to nobody in particular.

Boothill found her at the grill.

The president of the Tombstone MC was not a large man in the way Crypt was large. He was six-two and rawhide-lean, with a scar across his jaw and dark eyes that had already measured her twice since he'd gotten off his bike. He stood on the other side of the grill and watched her turn chicken like it was intelligence he was gathering.

"Ms. Foss."

"Marlene. And I know who you are." She didn't look up
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