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Chapter 1: The Fourth Door

	The foil tray burned through Dior Gray’s forearm before she reached the clubhouse door, but she refused to switch hands because the other one was balancing a grocery sack full of paper plates, hot sauce, and the cheap lemon cookies Jase always pretended not to like.

	Inside, bass thudded through cinder block walls painted black and red. Somebody had propped the front door open with a cracked motorcycle helmet, letting out the smell of grilled meat, beer, motor oil, and the industrial lemon cleaner the prospects used when they had been threatened with bathroom duty. Three bikes sat crooked beside the entrance under the strip lights, chrome catching hard white flashes every time a truck passed on the road.

	Dior nudged the door wider with her hip.

	“Food,” she called, because in the Iron Vultures clubhouse, that was a better announcement than hello.

	Rex Dickerson lifted both hands from behind the bar. “Tell me that’s your mac and cheese.”

	“Tell me you cleaned that counter before you put my tray on it.”

	He looked down at the bar top like he had never considered it as an object that could hold germs. “I wiped it.”

	“With what?”

	“A towel.”

	“That towel clean?”

	Rex glanced at the gray rag near the sink.

	Dior stared at him.

	He picked up the tray from her hands before she could change her mind. “Kitchen. Got it. You want a drink?”

	“I want you to never cook for women.”

	“Good thing I don’t.”

	She moved through the main room with the grocery sack hooked in the crease of her elbow, stepping around a pair of boots left under the pool table and a tipped-over case of beer. She knew this room in pieces. The patched leather vests hanging over chair backs. The dartboard with the crooked number twenty. The old framed photo of the Iron Vultures founders, sun-faded and dusty because nobody remembered to clean the wall above eye level. The scar on the concrete floor near the jukebox where Koda had dropped an engine block two years ago and cursed so sharply that Dior had laughed for ten minutes.

	That had been before she was anyone’s old lady. Before the women started saving her a seat. Before the brothers stopped asking whether she wanted help carrying heavy things because Koda had once said, “She’ll ask if she needs it,” and everybody had taken that as law.

	Tonight, nobody saved her a seat.

	The first person to notice her properly was Jensen Patel. He sat near the far wall with one boot on the rung of a chair, phone in hand, dark hair falling over his forehead. Jensen had the kind of face that looked guilty even when he was only checking football scores.

	“Dior.” He stood too fast and knocked his knee against the table. “Hey. Thought you had that thing tonight.”

	“Babysitting job cancelled.” She lifted the grocery sack. “Mrs. Herrera’s sister came into town early, so I brought the stuff for the game.”

	“Right. Good.” Jensen looked toward the hallway that led to the back rooms.

	Dior followed the movement before he could hide it.

	The hall was narrow, painted the same black as the main room, with old rally posters thumbtacked along one side. The stairs sat at the far end, half-shadowed because the bulb above the landing had been out for a week. Dior had told Koda to change it. Koda had said prospects existed for a reason. The bulb was still out.

	“Where is he?” she asked.

	Jensen’s thumb tapped twice against his phone case. “Koda?”

	Dior let the question sit there.

	“Office, I think.” Jensen scratched the back of his neck. “Maybe out back. You know how it gets when people show up early.”

	People had already shown up late. The party had been running for at least an hour. The grill outside had reached the stage where the burgers were dry and the men cooking them were too proud to admit it. Koda, road captain of the Iron Vultures, did not disappear during a clubhouse night unless he had a reason, and if there was a reason, Dior usually knew it before the first beer cap hit the floor.

	She did not ask again.

	That was a thing her mother never learned. A second question gave people the chance to make you smaller. The first one showed you had noticed. The second one told them you needed the answer.

	Dior carried the bag to the kitchen.

	The clubhouse kitchen was built for men who considered paper towels a complete cleaning system. She set the plates beside the sink, washed her hands, and opened the drawer where she had once organized the plastic forks by type because Koda had teased her for ten full minutes about running the place like a tax office.

	“You are not putting spoons with forks in my presence,” she had told him.

	He had leaned against the refrigerator, arms folded, watching her with that rough, pleased look he got when she bossed his world into shape. “Your presence gets real strict after nine.”

	“My presence has standards all day.”

	“Lucky me.”

	He had kissed her in that kitchen while somebody yelled for tongs in the next room and half the club pretended not to notice.

	Dior closed the drawer with two fingers.

	A laugh came from the hall behind her, female and sharp enough to cut across the music. She turned her head. Sydney Acosta passed the open kitchen doorway with a red cup in her hand, brown hair loose down her back, gold hoops catching the light.

	Sydney was Nicholas Camacho’s younger sister, which meant half the room treated her like a princess and the other half treated her like a hazard they did not want to answer for. She was pretty in the way some women were pretty because they had never had to apologize for taking up space. She wore a cropped black tank under a leather jacket that probably cost more than Dior’s air compressor.

	Sydney saw Dior and paused.

	Not long. Not enough for anyone else to call it a pause.

	“Hey,” Sydney said.

	“Hey.”

	“You brought food?”

	“Mac and cheese.”

	“Nice.” Sydney touched her thumb to the rim of her cup. Her nails were painted a glossy cherry red, no chips. Dior noticed details like that without trying. Paint was paint, whether it was on a gas tank, a wall, or a woman’s fingers. Good prep showed. Bad prep peeled in two days.

	Sydney glanced down the hallway, then back at Dior. “You seen Koda?”

	Dior dried her hands on a paper towel. “I was about to ask you that.”

	The red cup shifted in Sydney’s grip. A drop slid over the rim and landed on her knuckle.

	Before Sydney could answer, Nicholas appeared behind her.

	He wore his VP patch like it had been stitched into his skin. Tall, broad, close-cut beard, the kind of calm that made other men lower their voices around him. His gaze landed on Dior, then moved to the kitchen counter, the paper plates, the open drawer, all the domestic evidence of her belonging here.

	“Dior,” he said. “Didn’t know you were coming by.”

	“I didn’t either.”

	“Everything good?”

	There it was. The kind of question that was not a question. The kind men used when they wanted to sound concerned while checking the locks.

	“Mrs. Herrera cancelled,” Dior said. “I brought food.”

	Nicholas smiled with only half his mouth. “Always taking care of us.”

	Dior wanted to say, Somebody has to.

	Instead, she picked up the empty grocery sack and folded it into a neat square. Her mother used to do that at kitchen tables while men lied in the next room. Fold the bag. Wipe the counter. Keep your hands busy so nobody could see they were shaking.

	Her hands were not shaking.

	Not yet.

	Sydney slipped past Nicholas and vanished into the main room. Nicholas stayed in the doorway a beat longer.

	“Koda’s around,” he said. “Club business.”

	“I didn’t ask you.”

	His smile thinned.

	Dior tossed the folded bag into the trash and walked around him.

	The main room had shifted while she was in the kitchen. It took her three seconds to see how. Rex was laughing too loud behind the bar. Jase had stopped pretending not to eat the cookies and was watching the hallway. Jensen had returned to his chair, but his knee bounced under the table. The old ladies near the jukebox were talking with their heads too close together.

	Dior had grown up in apartments where adults lowered their voices and called it privacy. She knew the shape of a secret by the space people left around it.

	She headed toward the back hall.

	“Di,” Jensen called.

	She stopped.

	He held up his phone. “Koda told me to send you the picture of that tank. The blue one you asked about. For the Delgado job.”

	“Koda told you?”

	“Earlier,” Jensen said. “He, uh, he said you wanted to see if the line matched.”

	Dior had asked Koda about the Delgado tank yesterday morning while she was cleaning silver overspray from her wrist with acetone. He had said it was upstairs in the storage room because the garage was packed. She had forgotten about it by lunch.

	“Send it,” she said.

	Jensen looked relieved to have a task. “Yeah. Doing it now.”

	Her phone buzzed in the back pocket of her jeans before she reached the hallway.

	She pulled it out.

	The photo filled the screen: a motorcycle gas tank propped on an old desk in the upstairs storage room, blue paint masked with tape, the black pinstripe half-finished. The lighting was poor, but she could see the curve. The line did match.

	She almost locked the screen.

	A small icon in the corner moved.

	Live.

	Dior had accidentally recorded enough three-second clips of her own shoes to know what that meant. She pressed her thumb to the photo and held.

	The tank trembled slightly in the frame as Jensen’s hand adjusted. In the background, a door opened wider. Koda’s room. Not the general storage room, not the office, but the room Koda used when club nights ran too long and riding home tired was stupid. Dior knew the dark green blanket on the bed because she had bought it at Target after telling him the old one felt like sandpaper.

	Sydney Acosta stepped into the edge of the frame.

	Not passing by.

	Not calling from the hall.

	Inside the room.

	Her hair was pushed over one shoulder. Her jacket was gone. She looked toward someone out of frame, eyes wide, and lifted a finger to her mouth in a quick, sharp warning.

	The clip ended.

	The music kept pounding. Someone shouted over a pool shot. Grease popped on the grill outside. Dior’s thumb stayed pressed to the screen until the live photo started again.

	Tank. Door. Green blanket. Sydney.

	She watched it three times.

	On the fourth, she stopped looking at Sydney and looked at the edge of the frame, at the corner of the bed, at the silver buckle on the floor that might have belonged to a boot or a belt. Her mind began sorting details the way it sorted paint flaws. Overspray here. Uneven edge there. Evidence did not care what a person wanted.

	A hand touched her lower back.

	Dior’s body knew Koda before her head turned. Two fingers just above her waistband, warm through the thin cotton of her shirt. He had done that in grocery lines, at gas stations, outside courtrooms when some brother had to answer for doing something dumb on a Friday night. A small claim. A quiet check.

	“There you are,” Koda said near her ear.

	Her screen went dark against her palm.

	He smelled like leather, engine heat, and the cedar soap she kept at his sink because the stuff he bought in bulk made her skin itch. His beard brushed her temple when he leaned close enough to kiss her there.

	“You okay?” he asked.

	Dior slid the phone into her back pocket before turning.

	Koda Frank filled space without trying. Black T-shirt under his cut, tattooed forearms, road dust still on his boots though his bike had been outside long enough for the engine to cool. There was a faint red mark across his wrist where a watch had been, and Dior noticed that too because she noticed everything now.

	“Couldn’t find you,” she said.

	“Had to handle something upstairs.”

	His eyes did not move when he said it. That was the part that hurt first. Not the words. The steadiness of them. Koda could lie without blinking because somewhere in his life he had learned blinking gave men away.

	“Club business?” she asked.

	“Yeah.”

	Behind him, Jensen looked down at his phone like the cracked screen had become very interesting. Nicholas stood near the hallway with Sydney beside him again, jacket back on, red cup gone. Sydney would not look at Dior.

	Koda’s hand settled at Dior’s hip. “Why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”

	“Babysitting cancelled.”

	“Mrs. Herrera?”

	Dior nodded.

	“Her sister came in early?”

	He remembered because Dior had told him about the sister last week, while he was half under a bike and she was sitting on a milk crate eating fries from a paper bag. He remembered small things. That had always been one of his weapons, though she had never called it that before. Koda remembered how she took her coffee, which side of the bed she preferred, the exact brand of clear coat that gave her headaches. He remembered and withheld in the same body.

	“You eat?” he asked.

	“Not hungry.”

	His gaze moved over her face. “You sure?”

	She almost laughed. Not because anything was funny, but because he was doing it so well. The concern. The thumb at her hip. The little crease between his brows that made half the women at this clubhouse forgive him before he finished a sentence.

	“I’m going home,” she said.

	His hand tightened, not enough to hurt, enough to ask without words. “Already?”

	“Long day.”

	“I’ll take you.”

	“I drove.”

	“Leave your car. I’ll bring you back tomorrow.”

	There were a dozen versions of Dior who would have said yes. One of them lived in his bed two nights a week. One of them had spare mascara in his bathroom drawer. One of them had painted his helmet matte black with a red line so fine the other brothers still asked who did the work.

	This Dior looked at his hand until he removed it.

	“I’m tired, Koda.”

	He studied her for another second. In the main room, Rex dropped something glass behind the bar and cursed. Nobody laughed.

	“Okay,” Koda said quietly. “Text me when you get in.”

	“Sure.”

	She walked to the kitchen first because leaving too fast would tell everyone too much. She snapped the lid onto the mac and cheese nobody had touched yet, wiped a smear of sauce from the counter, and rinsed the spoon she had brought from home. Her movements stayed neat. Controlled. The kind of calm that made other people comfortable enough to underestimate the damage.

	At the door, Jensen half rose again.

	“Dior.”

	She looked at him.

	Whatever he saw in her face made him sit back down.

	Outside, the night air smelled like exhaust, dry weeds, and the riverbed beyond the industrial road. Dior unlocked her old Honda and set both hands on the steering wheel after she got in. Through the windshield, the clubhouse glowed behind the bikes, full of people who had eaten at her table, borrowed her tools, called her family when it suited them.

	Her phone buzzed.

	Koda: You sure you’re okay?

	Dior opened the live photo again.

	Tank. Door. Green blanket. Sydney.

	She watched until the clip stopped, then put the phone face down in the passenger seat and started the car.

	She did not cry.

	Not while the clubhouse was still in her rearview mirror.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: Three Days Of Baby

	By the time Dior reached the garage the next morning, the blue tank was already on her workbench, waiting under the fluorescent lights like nothing about it had changed.

	She stood in the open bay with her keys still hooked around one finger and looked at the curve of it, the masking tape clean along the half-finished stripe, the metal cool-looking beneath the first coat. In the live photo, it had sat on an old desk upstairs beside Koda’s room. Here, it looked innocent. A job. A surface. Something that would take color if she sanded it right and punished every flaw before sealing.

	The compressor kicked on near the far wall with a cough and a rattle. One of the mechanics cursed from under a lifted Harley. Coffee sat burned in the pot by the office window, thick enough to leave a ring on the glass. Dior set her bag on the bench and pulled out her respirator, gloves, and the gray hoodie she wore when she did prep work because there was already clear coat dried into one sleeve.

	She had not slept.

	That was not the same as falling apart.

	Her phone buzzed in her pocket before she could zip the hoodie. She did not need to look. Koda had texted twice after she left the clubhouse, once at midnight and once at 2:13 a.m.

	You home?

	Baby, answer me.

	She had written back at 2:18 because not answering would turn her quiet into evidence against her.

	Home.

	Nothing else.

	Now, behind her, the office door opened.

	She heard Koda before she turned. Not his boots. Those were easy. Everybody in this place wore heavy boots. Koda had a way of moving through his own garage like he was already solving three problems before his hand touched a wrench. Men made room for him without being asked. Conversations adjusted. A laugh cut shorter.

	“Morning,” he said.

	Dior picked up a strip of 800-grit sandpaper and folded it into thirds. “Morning.”

	He came close enough that she could see the small nick near his thumb, fresh, not bandaged. He must have worked on something after she left, or hit something, or stood around pretending his hands needed a task. His black T-shirt had a clean crease down the front where it had been folded, but the collar sat wrong, stretched on one side. He had dressed in a hurry.

	“You get in okay?”

	“You asked me that already.”

	“You gave me one word.”

	“It was an accurate word.”

	Koda’s mouth did not smile, but it came close. Normally, that almost-smile would have landed low in her stomach. Normally, she would have rolled her eyes and let him take the sandpaper from her hand so he could kiss the inside of her wrist where paint never fully washed away.

	Today, she watched where his gaze went.

	Her face. Her hands. Her phone, half visible in her back pocket.

	“I came by after,” he said. “Lights were off.”

	“I was asleep.”

	That lie slid between them so neatly she hated how easy it was.

	Koda studied her for a second longer. “You left fast.”

	“The mac and cheese was getting ignored. I took it personally.”

	“Rex ate half of it after you left.”

	“Rex would eat drywall if somebody put pepper on it.”

	This time he did smile. A real one, quick and tired, with the faint dimple near his beard that she used to touch with her thumb when he said something stupid in bed. He reached for her, two fingers catching the edge of her hoodie.

	Dior let him pull her an inch closer.

	He bent and kissed her forehead.

	Not her mouth. Koda kissed her forehead when he wanted to be gentle in front of other people. When he wanted the room to understand she was his without making a show of it. His beard brushed her skin. His hand curved around her elbow, familiar and warm, and her body accepted the comfort before her mind could refuse it.

	The betrayal of that was almost worse than the photo.

	“You sure you’re all right, baby?” he asked, low enough that the mechanics would not hear.

	Baby.

	Last night he had texted it like a hook thrown across the dark. Now he said it with coffee on his breath and concern in his voice, standing beside the tank that had caught Sydney Acosta in three seconds of motion.

	Dior turned back to the workbench. “I’m behind on Delgado.”

	“You’re not behind. Client keeps changing his mind.”

	“Clients do that when they have too much money and no taste.”

	Koda stayed beside her while she ran the sandpaper along the taped edge. He watched her hands, and she let him. Fine grit caught at a rough spot beneath the primer. She marked it with a wax pencil. There. Proof of something that would show later if she ignored it now.

	“Where were you last night?” she asked.

	The sandpaper made a soft scraping sound.

	Koda leaned his hip against the bench. “Upstairs.”

	“I know upstairs. Doing what?”

	“Paperwork.”

	The word sat there, stupid and insulting.

	Dior did not lift her head. “Paperwork?”

	“Club stuff. Nicholas needed some numbers checked before the charity ride.”

	Koda had never called club books paperwork around her. When money was involved, he said money. When charity ride permits were involved, he said permits. When Nicholas was involved, he usually said Camacho like the man had personally invented headaches.

	“Sounds boring,” Dior said.

	“It was.”

	She sanded the same two-inch stretch until the pencil mark blurred.

	Behind Koda, Jensen Patel walked in from the parts room carrying a box of oil filters. He saw Dior, saw Koda, and nearly missed the shelf where the filters belonged. The box knocked metal, loud enough to make the mechanic under the Harley bark, “Watch it.”

	“Sorry,” Jensen muttered.

	Dior looked at him through the clear safety lenses she had put on without remembering doing it. Jensen’s face had the pale, pinched look of a man who had rehearsed sleep instead of getting any.

	Koda turned. “You good?”

	“Yeah.” Jensen shoved the box onto the shelf. “Fine.”

	Three men in one building, all using words that did not match their faces.

	Dior set the sandpaper down. “Jensen, you still have the original photo from last night?”

	His head came up.

	Koda’s attention sharpened beside her.

	“The tank,” Dior added. “I want to compare the angle before I repaint the line.”

	Jensen rubbed his palm down the front of his jeans. “I can send another.”

	“You deleted it?”

	“No. I mean, I can find it.”

	Koda looked from Jensen to Dior. “What’s wrong with the line?”

	“Nothing yet.”

	“Then use the tank in front of you.”

	She met his eyes then. “I like checking the source.”

	For the first time that morning, Koda’s expression changed in a way he did not smooth over quickly enough.

	It was small. A hard pause. The little delay between hearing a question and choosing which answer would keep the day intact.

	Dior picked up her respirator and fitted it over her face so nobody had to watch her mouth.

	The morning stretched into work.

	Koda moved between the office and the bays, answering calls, signing for a delivery, telling a prospect to stop leaning on a customer bike before he learned the price of paint correction personally. Every fifteen or twenty minutes, his eyes found Dior. Once he brought her coffee in the mug she kept on the top shelf because the men used the others for screws. Once he adjusted the fan angle without asking because he knew fumes gathered near her bench after the compressor ran too long. Once he took a call from Nicholas outside, his back turned to the bay, shoulders set as he spoke into the phone.

	Dior noticed all of it.

	That was the terrible part. Koda did not become a stranger because of one lie. He remained the man who remembered her mug. The man who could tell from the set of her wrist when the spray gun was pulling wrong. The man who had once driven forty minutes at midnight because she mentioned her apartment window lock was sticking, not because she asked him to, but because the thought of her sleeping behind a bad lock made him unreasonable.

	She sprayed the first coat on the tank at 10:47. Light pass, even distance, no rushing. Paint punished panic. If her hand shook, the finish would tell on her. So she steadied her elbow and let the blue deepen under the mist until the stripe looked sharp enough to cut.

	At noon, a woman in a linen jumpsuit and too-clean sandals stepped into the bay holding a to-go cup and a folder.

	“Dior Gray?”

	Dior turned off the spray gun and lifted her respirator. “That’s me.”

	“I’m Carmen from Rios Properties. You painted my brother’s Indian Scout
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