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Chapter 1: The Room Went Quiet

	“Patch is done,” Noor Scott called, pushing the clubhouse door open with her hip because both her hands were full.

	Noise should have hit her first.

	It always did at Black Harbor. Pool balls cracking. Men swearing over cards. Somebody laughing too loud near the bar. The jukebox coughing up old rock through speakers that needed replacing. Grease, beer, leather, smoke, and fried onions from the kitchen rolling together until the whole place smelled like a life she had somehow stitched herself into.

	Tonight, the noise cut off wrong.

	Not all at once. That would have been too clean. The laughter near the dartboard died first. A bottle stopped halfway to someone’s mouth. One of the prospects by the back hall turned his head, saw her, and looked down so fast his chin nearly hit his chest.

	Noor took two more steps inside with the repaired patch sealed in brown paper against her ribs.

	The room watched her without watching her.

	She knew that trick. People did it around hospital beds, unpaid bills, women whose men had been arrested, women whose men had not come home. Eyes sliding away. Hands busy with nothing. Mouths going flat.

	Jaelynn Boyer stood behind the bar with a bottle of whiskey tipped over a glass. Amber climbed past the halfway mark, then past where any sane pour should stop.

	“Noor,” Jaelynn said, and her voice came out too soft.

	Noor’s fingers tightened on the package.

	She found Leo at the bar.

	He was not doing anything a woman could throw a glass over. That might have been easier. He was not kissing anybody. His belt was buckled. His mouth was clean. His dark hair was tied back the way she had done it for him Sunday morning when he sat on the edge of her bed and complained that her hair ties pulled.

	He was sitting beside Melissa Weber.

	Close.

	Not shoulder-to-shoulder by accident in a packed room. Close like two people who had stopped measuring the space between them weeks ago. Melissa leaned toward him with one elbow on the bar, laughing at something that had already died by the time Noor stepped in. Her red nails rested beside Leo’s beer, near enough to touch the wet ring on the wood.

	Leo’s hand was at Melissa’s lower back.

	For half a second only.

	Noor saw the contact because she had spent five years noticing his hands. How he held a wrench. How he rubbed the back of his neck when he was lying badly. How two fingers tapped his thigh when he wanted to leave a room. How his palm settled at the dip of Noor’s spine when he wanted everyone to remember she was his.

	His hand left Melissa’s back.

	Not fast. Not guilty-fast. Familiar-fast.

	That was worse.

	The paper around the patch crackled under Noor’s thumb.

	Leo stood. His stool scraped the floor. “Noor.”

	Melissa turned her face, and whatever she saw in Noor made her sit straighter.

	Noor did not look at Melissa first. She looked at the room. Owen Zuniga, president of Black Harbor, stared into his glass like beer had become complicated. Zeke Horn leaned back near the pool table with his jaw tight and one hand on his belt. Cory Baker, who never missed a chance to make a stupid joke about her tiny shop scissors, had gone quiet.

	Winter Perez stood near the hallway with her fingers pressed to her mouth. Winter, who had eaten soup in Noor’s kitchen when Owen had the flu. Winter, who had cried into Noor’s shoulder after her first miscarriage scare. Winter looked pale in a way that had nothing to do with surprise.

	Noor’s stomach did not drop. People always said stomachs dropped. Hers seemed to climb. It pressed up under her ribs, high and sour, making the back of her tongue taste like pennies.

	Crew Navarro was by the far wall.

	He had not looked away.

	That should have made him kinder than the rest. It did not. His stillness cut cleaner than their guilt. Crew never wasted movement. As sergeant-at-arms, he stood like every exit belonged to him and every threat had already been measured. Black cut. Gray shirt. Boots planted. Hands loose, but never harmless.

	His eyes were on her face, and in them was the thing the others kept hiding.

	He knew.

	Noor’s left hand lifted before she told it to. She touched the side seam of her jacket, where Leo’s name was stitched inside in black thread on black lining, a private joke because he had once said he wanted his name on her even where nobody else could see.

	She had laughed when she sewed it.

	God.

	She walked to the bar.

	Nobody stopped her. That was another answer.

	The repaired prospect patch lay inside the brown paper. Gabriel Hinton’s name rocker had torn loose after some idiot snagged it on a chain-link fence. He had come into Threadline this morning red-eared and apologetic, holding his cut like a baby blanket.

	Need it by tonight, Miss Noor, if you can.

	Miss Noor.

	Because she was not just Leo’s woman. She was family. The woman who fixed their patches before runs. The woman who kept black thread ordered by the dozen because Black Harbor tore through it faster than any sane customers. The woman who remembered which dead brother had a crooked memorial patch because his widow swore that was how he would have wanted it.

	Noor set the package on the bar.

	Jaelynn stopped pouring at last. Whiskey touched the rim.

	“For Gabriel,” Noor said.

	Her voice sounded normal. Almost bored. That annoyed her. Some part of her should have cracked open right there on the sticky clubhouse floor and made a mess no one could step around.

	Leo moved closer. “Baby, let’s talk outside.”

	Baby.

	Melissa flinched.

	There it was. Small. Fast. Not enough for a courtroom. Enough for a woman.

	Noor looked at Leo then. Really looked.

	The man who had put a ring on her finger behind Threadline seven months ago. The man who had sat on her cutting table with motor oil on his jeans and told her he did not have pretty words, but he had his name, his cut, his protection, and all of them were hers. The man who hated mushrooms but picked them off pizza instead of ordering without because Noor liked them. The man who slept on the side of the bed closest to the door even in her apartment above the shop.

	His face was hard in the way he used when prospects messed up. A face built for control. Underneath it, she saw panic pulling at the corners.

	Not grief. Not shame.

	Panic.

	“Noor,” he said again. Lower.

	Her ring finger itched. The band felt too tight though it had been loose that morning when she washed her hands.

	She did not ask him if he was sleeping with Melissa. The room had already answered. Winter’s mouth. Owen’s glass. Jaelynn’s ruined pour. Crew’s eyes.

	“How long has everybody known?” Noor asked.

	Leo’s face changed.

	That was the first real wound.

	Not the hand at Melissa’s back. Not the room going quiet. Not even Melissa sitting on a stool that should have been Noor’s if she had come in on a Friday night with Leo’s arm hooked around her waist.

	Leo’s face changed because she had asked the question he was not ready to manage.

	“Noor, don’t do this here,” he said.

	Her lips parted. A laugh almost came out, but it snagged behind her teeth.

	Here.

	He had touched another woman here. Let men watch it here. Let women learn where not to look here. Let her carry in repaired leather, invoices, casseroles, birthday cupcakes, sympathy flowers, and her own stupid open heart here.

	But she was not supposed to do this here.

	Crew shifted by the wall. One boot scrape. Barely sound. Leo’s eyes flicked toward him, sharp.

	Noor noticed that too.

	“Don’t make me ask in front of them,” she said.

	The sentence cost more than she expected. It scraped coming out. Not loud. Not shaking. Worse. Plain enough that Jaelynn looked down and Winter made a small sound she swallowed with her hand.

	Leo took another step. “Come outside.”

	Noor stepped back.

	The movement stopped him better than a slap.

	Five years, and he knew her body. Knew when she would lean into him, when she would soften if he touched the back of her neck, when she would argue for three minutes and give him coffee anyway. He knew her shoulders before a cry and her mouth before a smile.

	He had never seen her step away from him like he was a stranger reaching too close.

	The clubhouse held its breath.

	Noor turned from him because staying one second longer would make her beg with her eyes, and she would burn the whole building before she gave this room that.

	Her coat was still open. The October cold came through the doorway and slid under her shirt. She left without buttoning it. Behind her, Leo said her name. A stool knocked over. Owen snapped something low and hard.

	Crew did not speak.

	She hated him for that. She hated that she had wanted him to.

	Outside, the parking lot was full of bikes, chrome catching the security lights in broken white strips. Leo’s black Harley sat near the front, the one she had helped him polish before the summer charity run. She had sat on the seat that day, laughing when he told her not to scratch the tank with the rivet on her jeans. He had put both hands on her hips and lifted her down like she weighed nothing.

	You keep looking at my bike like that, I’m gonna get jealous.

	Of the bike?

	Of anything that gets your hands before me.

	Noor walked past it.

	The cold should have registered by then. It did not. Her skin had gone busy in another direction, every inch of her prickling from the inside. She crossed the lot, turned onto South Wilkeson, and headed the two blocks toward Threadline.

	A truck rolled by, tires hissing over damp pavement. Someone had spilled fries near the curb. Her boot crushed one, soft and greasy, and she kept walking.

	The shop sign glowed weakly ahead.

	THREADLINE ALTERATIONS

	PATCHES • LEATHER REPAIR • EMBROIDERY

	The second L flickered because Leo had been meaning to fix it for three months.

	Noor let herself in through the front and locked the door behind her. The bell above it gave one bright, stupid jingle.

	Threadline smelled like steam, cotton, machine oil, and the lavender sachets Isla kept telling her were old-lady nonsense. Half-finished work waited under task lamps. A bridesmaid dress hung near the fitting mirror. Three pairs of work pants lay folded beside the register. Black Harbor cuts occupied the back rack, leather shoulders slumped like men waiting to be called.

	Noor stood in the middle of the shop.

	She had built this place one repair at a time. Hemmed uniforms. Patched school backpacks. Replaced zippers on winter coats for mothers who counted cash twice. Sewed name patches for men who tipped in twenties and called her “little stitch” until Leo told them not to.

	Leo’s spare hoodie hung on the hook behind the counter.

	She took it down.

	For a moment, her hands did what they had always done. Smoothed the shoulders. Checked the seam under the arm where it had started to pull. Felt for loose thread.

	Cedar soap. Smoke. Leo.

	Noor folded it once, perfectly, then dropped it on the floor.

	Not enough.

	She picked it up and folded it again.

	That was worse.

	She put it on the counter and walked to her main machine. The chair squeaked under her. A cone of black thread stood beside the needle. She reached for it, missed, and knocked it onto the floor. It rolled under the table, bumping against her boot.

	Noor lowered the presser foot.

	There was no fabric beneath it.

	She pressed the pedal anyway.

	The machine chattered, needle stabbing empty air.

	Once. Twice. Ten times.

	The sound filled the shop. Metal working at nothing. Busy, useless, loud enough to keep her from hearing Leo’s voice in her head. Baby. Outside. Don’t do this here.

	Her hands sat flat on the table, palms down. No shaking now. That seemed unfair. A woman should shake when her life turned in front of a room full of men who had eaten her food.

	The bell over the door did not ring.

	No one came after her.

	Of course they did not. Maybe they were voting on it.

	The thought landed so hard she stopped the machine.

	Noor stared at the blank space beneath the needle. Her throat worked once. Nothing came up. Not a sob. Not a curse. Just a dry click in her mouth.

	The clubhouse knew first.

	The sentence did not arrive like drama. It came like a measurement. Like thirty-six inches to a yard. Like two sleeves to a jacket. Like black thread on black leather.

	The clubhouse knew first.

	Her phone buzzed on the cutting table.

	LEO.

	She watched it crawl across the screen until it stopped. Another buzz followed. Then another.

	She turned the phone face down.

	At 12:17 a.m., headlights swept across the front windows.

	Noor did not move from the machine.

	The engine outside cut off. Not Leo’s. She knew Leo’s bike by the uneven idle he refused to fix. This one was lower. Cleaner. Controlled.

	Boots crossed the sidewalk.

	The bell gave its bright little jingle.

	Crew Navarro stepped into Threadline with rain on his shoulders and a folded piece of paper in his hand.

	He locked the door behind him before he looked at her.

	Noor’s fingers found the loose thread at her ring finger and wound it once, twice, tight enough to bite.

	Crew’s gaze dropped to it.

	Then back to her face.

	“I have proof,” he said.

	The needle hung over nothing between them.

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2: The Receipt

	“Put it on the counter,” Noor said.

	Crew did not.

	He stood just inside Threadline’s front door with rain caught in the seams of his cut and a folded paper pinched between two fingers. He had locked the door behind him. Not loud. Not dramatic. Just a turn of the deadbolt that put metal between her shop and the street.

	Noor heard it anyway.

	“You locking me in?” she asked.

	His eyes moved once, from the front window to the alley door behind her. “Locking them out.”

	“Convenient answer.”

	“Still true.”

	The sewing machine needle hovered over nothing. Noor’s foot had come off the pedal, but the motor kept a low hum under the table, a tired mechanical whine that made the silence worse. She reached down and clicked it off.

	The shop settled.

	Crew’s gaze dropped to her hand. The thread around her ring finger had cut a red groove into the skin. Noor unwound it slowly, pretending the pull did not sting. She laid the loose black thread beside the machine and reached for her scissors.

	“Don’t,” he said.

	Her eyes snapped up.

	His jaw flexed once. “Not with your hand shaking.”

	Noor looked at her fingers. They were not shaking badly. Just enough to make the scissors whisper against the metal plate. She put them down because she wanted to, not because he told her. The difference mattered, even if he would never know it.

	“You said proof,” she said. “So prove.”

	Crew crossed the room.

	He did not come around the cutting table. He stopped on the other side, leaving the width of worn oak and measuring tape between them. Leo never stopped on the other side of anything. Leo came close, took the air, took the space, hooked her by the waist and made her body remember him before her temper finished its sentence.

	Crew placed the folded paper on the table.

	Noor did not touch it.

	Rain tapped against the glass. Outside, a car passed slow enough that light slid over Crew’s shoulders, caught the silver snap on his cut, and moved on. His hair was darker wet, pushed back from his face. One knuckle had a split across it, not fresh enough to bleed. She noticed it and hated herself for noticing anything except the paper.

	“What is it?” she asked.

	“Motel receipt.”

	The floor under her boots seemed to lose a layer. Not enough to drop her. Enough to make balance a thing she had to perform.

	She stared at the folded paper. “Whose?”

	“Leo’s card.”

	Noor laughed once. It came out small and ugly. “He doesn’t use his card for stupid.”

	“He did that night.”

	“Which night?”

	Crew did not answer fast enough.

	Noor picked up the receipt.

	The paper had softened at the fold from being handled too many times. Not new, then. Not something he found tonight in a rush of conscience. Her thumb worked under the crease, opened it, flattened the corners.

	A motel name. A highway address outside Portland. One room. One night. Two guests marked by the clerk in lazy blue ink.

	The date sat in the middle.

	August 16.

	Noor read it twice because numbers were supposed to stay loyal. They were not like men. They did not change their story when cornered.

	August 16.

	She had worked late that night, finishing a rush hem for a bride who cried because her mother was not coming to the wedding. Leo had stopped by Threadline before leaving on what he called a protection run. He had stood right where Crew stood now, leather still warm from the bike, hair damp at his temples, one hand braced on her cutting table.

	Don’t wait up, baby.

	You always say that like I listen.

	He had grinned, tired and pleased by her. Then he had kissed the inside of her wrist because she had been hand-sewing a black memorial patch and her fingers were sore. She had packed him two turkey sandwiches in wax paper because he hated gas station food and lied about it.

	Noor set the receipt down.

	The paper did not make a sound. That bothered her too.

	Crew watched her hands, not her face. Men watched faces when they wanted to measure damage. Crew watched hands because hands moved before lies did.

	“You’ve had this how long?” she asked.

	“Two days.”

	“Who gave it to you?”

	“Cory pulled copies.”

	“Cory.” She tasted the name like spoiled milk. “The treasurer.”

	Crew nodded.

	“Because motel receipts are club business now?”

	“No. Because Leo used a club reimbursement card two nights that month and Cory got nervous when the numbers didn’t match the run.”

	Noor folded the receipt in half.

	One clean crease.

	“Cory got nervous,” she said.

	Crew said nothing.

	She folded it again.

	“How sweet for Cory.”

	The corner split a little under her thumbnail.

	Crew’s eyes narrowed, but he did not reach for the paper. Good. If he touched her hand right now, she might throw the scissors. Or lean into him. Both would shame her.

	“He didn’t know what it was at first,” Crew said.

	“No?”

	“Noor.”

	The way he said her name made her chest tighten, and that angered her more than the receipt. Leo said her name like he owned the room around it. Crew said it like he was setting something dangerous down carefully.

	“Don’t,” she said.

	His mouth closed.

	She folded the receipt smaller.

	“Don’t use that voice. Don’t come in here dripping all over my floor, locking my door, acting like the only grown man in Tacoma, and say my name like you’re sorry.”

	His gaze flicked to the floor beneath him. Rain had darkened two spots on the old boards.

	“I’ll clean it.”

	“That’s not the point.”

	“I know.”

	“You keep saying that.”

	“Because I do.”

	“No.” She pressed the receipt flat with both palms. “You know something. That’s different.”

	Crew shifted his weight. The leather of his cut creaked, low and rough. “Ask.”

	She should have asked about Melissa. About the room. About Jaelynn’s face and Winter’s hand over her mouth. About Leo touching another woman with the ease of habit. Instead, the question that came out belonged to the part of her still counting chairs in the clubhouse.

	“Did Owen know?”

	Crew’s stillness changed. Not much. His shoulders stayed level, his hands loose, his eyes on her. But something behind his expression closed a door.

	“Yes.”

	Noor folded the receipt again.

	“Zeke?”

	“Yes.”

	“Cory, obviously.”

	“Yes.”

	“Jaelynn?”

	“She suspected.”

	“Winter?”

	A pause.

	Noor’s thumb stopped on the paper.

	Crew said, “She knew enough.”

	The shop air thinned.

	Winter knew enough.

	Winter, who had sat in Noor’s kitchen with one bare foot tucked under her thigh while Noor repaired the torn lining of Owen’s cut. Winter, who had said Leo looked at Noor like a man who had come home mean and found the porch light still on. Winter, who had hugged Noor two Sundays ago and held on too long.

	Noor pushed back from the sewing table and stood.

	The chair hit the cabinet behind her. A tin of spare buttons rattled. Crew’s head turned toward the sound, then back to her. Always tracking. Always ready.

	“Move,” she said.

	He stepped aside before she finished the word.

	That should not have pleased her. It did, in some hard, mean corner of her. Leo would have argued first. Crew moved.

	Noor walked to the back rack where the Black Harbor cuts hung. Leather shoulders. Name patches. Road grime. Men’s bodies without men inside them. She pulled Leo’s old hoodie from the counter, carried it to a cardboard alterations box, and dropped it in. Then she took the spare gloves he kept near the register. The phone charger. A lighter shaped like a skull that she had always hated. A bottle of cedar soap from the tiny bathroom shelf.

	Crew stayed near the cutting table.

	He did not tell her to slow down. Did not say she should breathe. Did not offer to carry the box.

	Good.

	Noor opened the drawer below the register and found Leo’s spare key. She added it to the box, then stopped.

	Her ring sat on her finger, heavy and stupid.

	Crew did not look at it.

	That restraint crawled under her skin.

	She twisted the ring once. Her finger resisted. She had washed dishes that morning. Hot water always made her hands swell a little. Leo used to tease her about soap bubbles on diamonds, saying he liked seeing proof she wore him even when she was elbow-deep in sink water.

	She pulled harder.

	The ring came free with a bite of pain.

	Noor dropped it into the drawer, not the box. The drawer where she kept broken zippers, bent hooks, cracked buttons, and things not worth throwing away until she had time to decide.

	Crew’s breath moved once, quiet through his nose.

	“Say it,” she snapped.

	He looked at her then. Full on. No dodge. “I’m not him.”

	Her fingers curled around the drawer handle. “That’s what you came up with?”

	“No. That’s what you’re waiting to punish me for.”

	The words hit because they were too close to useful.

	Noor shoved the drawer shut. “You don’t get punished. You get to go back to the clubhouse. You get a beer. You get brothers slapping your shoulder because at least you tried, right?”

	“No.”

	“No?”

	“No beer. No shoulder slaps.”

	She leaned against the counter, laughing without humor. “Poor Crew.”

	His eyes hardened a little. Not at her. Maybe at himself. “You want to cut me open, use the right knife.”

	“I’m not in the mood for biker poetry.”

	“Wasn’t poetry.”

	“Sounded like it.”

	“Then I said it wrong.”

	That should not have worked. The plainness of it. The lack of defense. Noor looked away first, furious that he had given her nothing easy to hit.

	The front window reflected them faintly. Her behind the counter in yesterday’s black cardigan, hair coming loose from its clip, mouth too pale. Crew near the cutting table, broad and dark and wet from rain, hands empty like he had made a decision before walking in not to look like a threat.

	She remembered a night two winters ago when the power went out on the block. Leo had
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