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Chapter 1: The Empty Back

	Harlow Randall had her keys between her fingers before the motorcycle finished climbing the parking garage ramp.

	Not because she thought keys could do much against a man on a bike. Not because she had forgotten Asheville, either. She remembered Asheville too well—the echo in concrete garages, the oil stains, the way sound bounced off low ceilings and made every engine seem closer than it was. She remembered which exits had cameras. Which stairwells smelled like piss. Which corners left a woman boxed in if she made the wrong turn with her purse strap twisted around her wrist.

	Eighteen months had not scrubbed that out of her.

	The key teeth bit into her palm as she crossed the yellow line toward the elevator. Her suitcase bumped over a seam in the concrete behind her, one wheel sticking, then jerking free with an ugly little clack.

	“Ms. Randall?”

	The voice came from behind a black SUV parked three spaces down.

	Harlow turned fast enough that her ponytail slapped her cheek.

	A woman in a navy blazer stepped out with a folder tucked under one arm and a badge clipped to her belt. Federal. Harlow had seen that badge over video calls, flat on a laptop screen while her younger brother sat somewhere off-camera pretending he was not scared.

	“Agent Wilkinson,” Harlow said.

	“Francesca is fine today.” The agent glanced past her, toward the ramp. “You drive straight from Savannah?”

	“Stopped once for gas and once because my coffee tried to kill me.”

	Francesca did not smile. That was new. On video, she had a polite face, the kind government employees wore when they needed civilians to keep answering questions. Here, under fluorescent light, she looked tired in a way makeup had given up on.

	“Where’s Ayden?” Harlow asked.

	“Inside. With counsel.”

	“Meaning he’s lying badly and sweating through his shirt.”

	“Meaning he’s nervous.” Francesca looked down at Harlow’s hand. “You can put the keys away.”

	Harlow loosened her grip. Four red crescents marked her palm. A little half-moon of pain sat under the skin, bright and useful. It kept her from checking the ramp again.

	“I’ll put them away when I’m upstairs.”

	The motorcycle came around the second level.

	Low. Heavy. Not one of the tourist rentals that whined up Blue Ridge roads on pretty weekends. This engine had weight in it. Harlow’s body knew the sound before her brain had a chance to be offended by the memory. Her chest tightened first. Then her stomach. Then, worst of all, her hands remembered holding leather at the small of a man’s back while mountain air slapped tears from the corners of her eyes because she had been laughing too hard to stop.

	She hated her body for that.

	The bike rolled into view at the far end of the level.

	Black. Chrome dulled by road dust. Rider in a helmet with no bright paint, no flashy decal, no tourist nonsense. A leather jacket. Plain from the front. The man idled near the payment machine, one boot down, head turned toward her.

	Francesca’s hand moved near her jacket.

	Harlow noticed. Of course she noticed. She had spent three years in rooms where men watched hands before mouths.

	“Is that one of them?” Harlow asked.

	“Stay close to me.”

	“That’s not an answer.”

	The rider lifted his visor.

	Not him.

	Too young. Narrow shoulders. A patch on the front of his vest, mostly covered by the jacket, but Harlow caught enough: a skull in a spoked wheel, white teeth, red thread.

	Death Riders.

	Her mouth went dry in a clean, practical way. Not fear first. Information first. That was something Trenton had taught her, and she resented him for still being useful in her head.

	The rider looked at her long enough to make sure she knew he had seen her. Then he smiled and rolled forward.

	Francesca stepped in front of Harlow.

	Harlow stepped to the side.

	“Don’t,” the agent said.

	“I’m not standing behind another person because some man on a bike wants me scared.”

	“He’s not here to scare you. He’s here to report that you arrived.”

	That landed.

	Harlow’s suitcase handle creaked under her grip. “I thought your people said my name wasn’t in their paperwork.”

	“It wasn’t.”

	“Then how did he know I was coming?”

	Francesca’s jaw tightened. “That’s what we’re finding out.”

	The Death Riders rider circled the level once, slow enough to be rude, then dropped back down the ramp. The engine faded one floor at a time.

	Harlow let out a breath through her nose. “Great. Love being a calendar invite for criminals.”

	“We need to move.”

	“No argument here.”

	She turned toward the elevator, and that was when the stairwell door opened.

	The first thing she saw was a man’s hand.

	Big. Bare. Scar across the first two knuckles. No rings. No gloves. Fingers curled around the metal door edge like the building belonged to him and he had been kind enough to let everyone else borrow it.

	Harlow stopped walking.

	The rest of him followed.

	Trenton Holt stepped out of the stairwell wearing black boots, dark jeans, and a leather jacket with nothing on the back.

	Nothing.

	No Iron Ridge top rocker. No mountain-and-anvil center patch. No president tab. No road name. No club. Just blank black leather stretching across shoulders she had slept against, cried against, painted fingerprints on once while he pretended not to notice.

	Her body knew him in pieces before it accepted the whole.

	The set of his jaw. The short dark hair. The old break in his nose from a fight he had never fully explained. The way he took in the garage without moving his head much—exit, agent, ramp, cameras, Harlow, her suitcase, her hand.

	His gaze stopped on her palm.

	Of course it did.

	Trenton had always noticed damage first.

	“Harlow,” he said.

	Her name in his voice was worse than the engine.

	Not soft. He was not a soft man. But careful, and she had once mistaken careful for safe.

	She put her injured palm behind her back. “No.”

	Francesca looked between them. “Mr. Holt is here because—”

	“No,” Harlow said again, and this time she looked at the agent. “Whatever sentence you’re about to build, take him out of it.”

	Trenton did not move closer. That was new. Old Trenton would have closed the distance because distance annoyed him. Old Ghost would have made the whole garage rearrange itself around his decision.

	This man stayed six feet away, jaw locked, hands at his sides.

	The blank leather pulled at her eyes.

	She did not want to look. She looked anyway.

	“You lost something?” she asked.

	A muscle jumped near his mouth.

	Francesca cleared her throat. “Ms. Randall, Iron Ridge has information about Death Riders movement in Asheville and Charlotte. Mr. Holt contacted my office after one of his men identified chatter about your brother’s hearing.”

	“My brother’s hearing is federal business.”

	“Death Riders made it club business eighteen months ago,” Trenton said.

	Harlow laughed once. It came out small and ugly. “You don’t get to say eighteen months like we shared a calendar.”

	His eyes did not leave her face.

	That was another thing she hated. Trenton never looked away when a normal person would. He took anger like weather on bare skin. Let it hit. Let it mark. Did not complain.

	She had loved that once.

	“Where’s your cut?” she asked, because apparently she wanted to hurt herself in public.

	Francesca shifted. “Harlow—”

	“No, I want to hear it.” Harlow took one step toward him. Not enough to be close. Enough to make the keys press harder into her palm. “Where is it? Did Iron Ridge finally decide public humiliation was bad for branding?”

	Trenton’s throat moved.

	He glanced toward the ramp.

	Not away from shame. Toward sound.

	Harlow heard it half a second later. Another engine. Then a second one below it, lighter and faster. The garage carried both up through the concrete like a warning knocked through pipes.

	Trenton changed before her eyes.

	Whatever guilt had been sitting in his face went behind a locked door. His shoulders set. His weight shifted forward. Not panic. Not drama. A clean, immediate readiness that made the air around him feel too small.

	“Francesca,” he said, “get her inside.”

	“I’m already moving her.”

	“I said now.”

	Harlow bristled. “Don’t order her about like—”

	A bike shot up the ramp too fast, tires squealing on the turn.

	Trenton crossed the distance before Harlow finished speaking.

	He did not grab her. He put himself between her and the open lane, broad back blocking the rider’s view as the bike cut across the level. Another Death Riders patch flashed by. The rider lifted something in his right hand—not a gun. A phone. Recording.

	Trenton’s left arm came back, not touching her, a barrier made of muscle and restraint.

	“Get behind me,” he said.

	The words snapped something old open.

	A room full of men.

	Music cut off mid-song.

	Her vest pulled from her shoulders while the leather still held the warmth of her body.

	Trenton’s voice, flat enough to pass for mercy: You’re no longer under this club’s protection. You’re not my Old Lady.

	No one had moved.

	No one had said her name.

	Harlow stepped out from behind his arm.

	Trenton’s head turned a fraction, just enough for her to see the edge of warning in his profile.

	“Don’t,” he said.

	She could smell him now. Leather. Road. The cedar soap he used to buy even though it dried his skin in winter. Her stomach betrayed her with one hard, low pull.

	She hated that, too.

	The Death Riders rider slowed near the far row of cars. The phone stayed pointed toward them.

	Harlow lifted her free hand and showed him her middle finger.

	“Harlow,” Francesca snapped.

	“What? He wanted a picture.”

	Trenton made a sound under his breath. Not quite a laugh. Not approval. Something rougher that hit an old place in her memory: Trenton at a Blue Ridge rally, watching her sketch motorcycles on a napkin, saying, You always this mouthy with strangers? and her telling him only the boring ones.

	The rider revved once, sharp and mean, then took the ramp down.

	Trenton did not relax until the engine was gone.

	Harlow took two steps back. She needed space before her body made another stupid historical argument.

	“You done performing?” she asked.

	His eyes cut to her. “If he’d had a gun, you’d be bleeding.”

	“If he’d had a gun, standing behind you wouldn’t make me bulletproof.”

	“It’d make him go through me first.”

	The words hit too close to tenderness. She rejected them on contact.

	“You don’t get to do that.”

	His jaw tightened. “Do what?”

	“Sound like dying for me is the same as loving me.”

	Francesca looked down at her folder like she regretted every career decision that had put her in this garage.

	Trenton absorbed the hit. His gaze dropped briefly to her hand again. “You’re bleeding.”

	Harlow looked down.

	The key had broken skin in the center of her palm. Not badly. A thin red line, already filling. She closed her fist.

	“Occupational hazard.”

	“You teach art.”

	“I also meet men who think leather makes them law.”

	His mouth tightened, not with anger. Pain, maybe. She did not want to be good enough at reading him to know.

	Francesca stepped in. “We need to get upstairs. The rider saw her. He may not be alone.”

	“Where’s Ayden?” Trenton asked.

	“Secure room,” Francesca said.

	Harlow turned on her. “You’re just answering him now?”

	“He has relevant information.”

	“He had relevant information eighteen months ago.”

	There. The garage seemed to hold the words, concrete and fluorescent light and oil stain all leaning in to hear whether Trenton would deny it.

	He did not.

	“No excuse for that,” he said.

	Simple. Low. Useless.

	Harlow’s throat tightened so fast she had to look away.

	She bent, yanked up her suitcase handle, and headed for the elevator. The wheel caught again, dragging sideways. Before she could jerk it free, Trenton stepped toward it.

	“Touch my bag and I’ll break your fingers,” she said.

	He stopped.

	Good. Fine. Excellent.

	She freed the wheel herself with a kick that scuffed the toe of her boot.

	Francesca pressed the elevator button. The doors took their sweet time. Harlow watched their dull metal reflection instead of the man behind her. She saw him anyway. Blank-backed. Tall. Still. A shape her heart had not asked permission to remember.

	“You shouldn’t have come back alone,” he said.

	She laughed under her breath. “I left alone. I got good at it.”

	The elevator dinged.

	Francesca stepped in first.

	Harlow followed, turning before Trenton could join them. She planted one hand on the door frame, palm stinging.

	“No.”

	His eyes met hers.

	For one second, she saw him not as Ghost, not as president, not even as the man who had stripped a patch from her shoulders while the club watched.

	She saw Cole.

	No—that was not his name in this life. That name belonged to some other story. Some woman who had not had to relearn how to sleep without listening for engines.

	She saw Trenton. The man under the leather. The one she had loved before the club swallowed him whole.

	“The threat is back,” he said.

	“Then handle it.”

	“I can’t from outside.”

	“You got good at making me outside.”

	The doors began to close. He reached out, not to stop them, just enough that the sensor caught his knuckles and opened them again.

	Francesca inhaled sharply.

	Trenton looked at Harlow’s hand on the frame, at the blood in her palm, then back to her face.

	“I’ll stay away if that’s what you choose,” he said. “But Death Riders have your name again.”

	“My name.” She leaned forward, voice low enough that only he and Francesca could hear it. “Not your patch. Not your club problem. Not your vote.”

	His face changed at that. A small break. Gone fast.

	The elevator tried to close again.

	This time he let it.

	Harlow watched the blank leather narrow, narrow, narrow until the doors sealed him out.

	Only then did she open her fist.

	The old Iron Ridge keychain lay across her bloody palm. Black metal. Small mountain stamped inside a circle. Trenton had given it to her after her first charity ride, grumbling that her old key ring looked like it came free with a gas-station soda.

	She had carried it for three years as his Old Lady.

	She had carried it for eighteen months after he told a room full of people she was not.

	Francesca said nothing.

	Harlow shoved the keychain deep into her bag, under receipts, gum wrappers, a dried-out red marker, and the folded map her Savannah students had drawn for her drive north.

	The elevator climbed.

	Her palm stung.

	Down below, another motorcycle started.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Brother Who Brought the Wolves

	Ayden knocked over a paper cup before anyone asked him the first question.

	Coffee ran across the conference table in a thin brown sheet, soaking the corner of a federal form, the sleeve of his cheap button-down, and the yellow legal pad Harlow had bought him at a gas station outside Spartanburg because he’d texted at midnight, do witnesses need notebooks?

	Apparently witnesses needed more than notebooks.

	“Shit.” Ayden lurched out of his chair, grabbing napkins from the center of the table. “Sorry. Sorry, I didn’t—”

	“Sit down,” Harlow said.

	He sat.

	Not because he wanted to. Because her voice had gone flat enough to remind him of the years she’d used the same tone to get him out of bed for school after their mother’s double shifts.

	Agent Francesca Wilkinson slid the stained form out of the spill. “It’s a copy.”

	Ayden rubbed at the coffee on his cuff. His fingers were shaking. He tried to hide it by doing too much—scrubbing, folding the wet napkin into smaller squares, wiping the table after the spill had already been handled.

	Harlow hated that she noticed his hands before his face.

	He still looked like the boy who used to steal her paintbrushes and leave the bristles gummy with glue. Twenty-four now, with a faint beard and shoulders wider than she remembered, but fear stripped years off him. It made him look twelve. It made her want to fix everything and slap him hard enough to make him stop being stupid.

	Across the room, Trenton Holt stood by the door.

	Not seated. Not invited to the table. Not wearing his cut.

	He had one shoulder near the wall and a clear view of the hallway through the narrow strip of glass beside the door. His leather jacket was zipped halfway, black and blank across his chest. No club markings. No president patch. Nothing that told the room who he was, except the room seemed to know anyway.

	Federal agents moved around him carefully.

	Harlow refused to give that any attention. She looked at Francesca instead.

	“Start over,” Harlow said. “And this time don’t use phrases like peripheral exposure like I’m a filing cabinet.”

	Francesca capped her pen. “Ayden bought and transported packages for a man he knew as Royal Gilmore. Royal was working with the Death Riders out of Charlotte. Ayden says he believed he was moving stolen electronics.”

	“I did,” Ayden said fast. “Harlow, I swear, I didn’t know it was pills. I didn’t know any of that shit until—”

	“Until the men with badges showed up?” she asked.

	His mouth shut.

	The conference room had no windows, only humming lights and a framed print of the Blue Ridge Parkway that looked like it had been chosen by someone who had never been there. Harlow stared at the print for half a second too long. The painted mountains had the wrong blue.

	She knew the right blue. She had mixed it once in a plastic cup at an Iron Ridge charity event while Trenton held the ladder steady beneath her. Too much ultramarine, he’d said, like he knew anything. She’d dabbed paint on the bridge of his nose. He’d worn it for two hours because one of the kids laughed every time he walked by.

	Harlow pushed the memory away by lining her phone parallel with the table edge.

	Francesca continued. “Ayden’s cooperation matters because he can identify the transfer route, the warehouse, and two Death Riders members attached to the shipment chain. That makes him valuable.”

	“To you,” Harlow said.

	“To the case.”

	“To them?”

	Francesca did not answer quickly enough.

	Ayden’s chair squeaked. “They don’t care about me.”

	Harlow looked at him.

	He swallowed. “Not like that. I mean, I’m nobody to them.”

	“You are the kind of nobody men use until it costs them nothing to throw you out.”

	His face pinched. “I said I was sorry.”

	“That’s not a shield.”

	“I know.”

	“No, you keep saying it like if you say it enough, I have to stop asking questions.”

	Ayden’s eyes flashed, wet and defensive. “What do you want me to say? That I was dumb? Fine. I was dumb. I needed money, and Royal had money, and he didn’t talk to me like I was some screwup from Boone who couldn’t keep a job longer than six months.”

	Harlow leaned back.

	There it was. The soft part. The part anger had been protecting.

	Ayden looked at the table. “He made me feel useful.”

	The room went too quiet.

	Harlow heard Trenton shift by the door. One small movement of boot leather against tile. He did not speak. Smart man.

	“Useful gets expensive,” she said.

	Ayden nodded once. His throat worked. “I didn’t know they had your name until last week.”

	The pencil in Harlow’s hand cracked.

	She looked down. She had snapped it clean through without noticing.

	Francesca reached for another pencil and placed it beside her phone. Slowly. Like offering food to a stray animal.

	Harlow did not touch it.

	“My name,” she said.

	Ayden’s face folded. “Royal asked about you a couple times. Back then. When you were still with—” His eyes cut toward Trenton and away. “When you were in Asheville. I thought he was just making conversation.”

	Harlow laughed under her breath. “Men like that don’t make conversation. They count doors.”

	Trenton’s gaze landed on her then.

	She could feel it from across the room, which was unfair. Eighteen months should have killed that. Distance should have made his attention ordinary. Instead, it moved over her like a hand she remembered and refused.

	Francesca leaned forward. “The current concern is that Death Riders know Ayden is cooperating, and they know Harlow is connected to him. They may try intimidation, leverage, or contact.”

	“Contact,” Harlow repeated. “That’s a friendly word for men following me in parking garages.”

	“It’s a legal word.”

	“I hate those.”

	Ayden rubbed both hands over his face. “Harlow, I can fix it.”

	“No.”

	“I can tell them I won’t testify.”

	“No.”

	“I can—”

	“You can sit there and do what the woman with the badge tells you before you make this worse.” Harlow’s voice did not rise. That was how she knew she was close to losing it. “You don’t get to turn brave after dragging wolves to my door.”

	Ayden flinched like she had thrown something.

	Good, she thought.

	Then hated herself for the relief that came with it.

	Trenton opened the door. Not far. Just enough to speak to someone in the hall. “Ivan. North exit first. I want eyes on Biltmore, garage, and the motel road. No colors near the building.”

	Harlow’s head turned despite herself.

	No colors. No cuts. No visible Iron Ridge markings near the federal building. He was managing the threat without turning the place into a club parade.

	Competent. Infuriating. Useful.

	She looked away before he caught the thought on her face.

	Francesca closed the folder. “We’re done for now. Ayden stays here another hour. Harlow, I’ll walk you down.”

	“I can walk myself.”

	“No,” Trenton said from the door.

	The word hit the room like a hand on a table.

	Harlow stood, slow. “Try again.”

	His eyes met hers. Dark, steady, tired around the edges. “Death Riders saw you yesterday. They’ll watch the obvious exits today.”

	“That sounded a lot like an order.”

	“It was information.”

	“Your information always comes with a leash.”

	Ayden made a miserable noise. “Harlow, please don’t fight about this right now.”

	She looked at her brother. “I’m not fighting. I’m deciding who gets near me.”

	Trenton’s jaw tightened, but he did not step closer. “Then decide fast. The longer we stand here, the more predictable we are.”

	That was the problem with Trenton. Even when she hated him, he was rarely wrong about danger.

	Harlow grabbed her bag, the strap catching on the chair. She yanked it free with more force than necessary. The keychain buried at the bottom clinked against her water bottle, a small black-metal sound that made her palm itch.

	She followed Francesca into the hall. Trenton moved last, not beside her, not crowding her, but close enough that everyone in the corridor looked at him before they looked at her.

	That used to make her feel untouchable.

	Now it made her feel displayed.

	The lobby smelled like floor polish and burnt coffee. A security guard glanced at Trenton’s blank jacket, then away. Outside the glass doors, Asheville moved on like Harlow’s life had not been split open by the city twice. Office workers crossed the street with paper cups. A delivery driver cursed at traffic. Somewhere beyond the buildings, the mountains sat blue and stubborn under spring light.

	Francesca spoke quietly. “We’re using the side exit.”

	Harlow’s phone
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