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​The Casing

The garage smelled like oil and old metal and something close to peace. Cassidy Wren-Holt had learned, six weeks into being a widow, that peace was not the same as okay.

It was just quieter than not okay. She did not cry at the funeral. She did not cry at the reception, when Beau's brothers stood around in their cuts and said things like "he was a good man" with straight faces and she nodded and made her expression do the right things.

She did not cry driving home that night. She had not cried once, and she was starting to wonder if something in her had simply gone dry, like a creek bed that stopped expecting rain.

The 1971 Triumph Bonneville sat in the center of the garage like it had always belonged there. It had. Long before Cass did.

Her uncle Roy had spent eleven years collecting parts for this bike before his heart gave out last spring and left it to her in a handwritten will that made the lawyer visibly uncomfortable. Roy had known she was the only one who would finish it. He was right.

Beau had tried to touch it once. Just once.

She had not raised her voice. She had simply stood between him and the Triumph and looked at him until he stepped back. He laughed it off the way he laughed everything off, easy and unbothered, like nothing she did could ever truly land.

She thought about that now, the way she had planted herself in front of this bike like it needed protecting. Maybe she had always known something about Beau that her mouth refused to say out loud.

She wiped her hands on her jeans. They were not dirty. She did it anyway.

That had been happening more lately, the wiping. A reflex she could not explain. Like her hands were trying to clean something that wasn't on the surface.

The Bonneville's battery housing had been sealed wrong, probably decades ago by someone who thought they were being clever. She had been working at it for three nights running.

Tonight the garage was warm for this time of year, a thick, close heat that made the single shop light overhead hum a little louder than usual. The radio in the corner was tuned to the only station that came in clear after nine. Some old country song she did not know the name of.

She liked it that way. She liked not knowing its name. If you didn't name something, you didn't have to feel anything about it.

Her fingers found the edge of the housing and she felt it give, finally, the seal cracking loose with a sound like a whisper. She exhaled through her nose and reached for the flashlight on the stool beside her.

She had never understood people who found grief paralyzing. She was not judging them. She just was not built that way.

When things went wrong, her hands needed work. When her mother died, she rebuilt a carburetor. When she miscarried, quietly and alone because Beau had been at a run and she had not called him, she sanded the Triumph's frame until her palms were raw.

The bike kept its secrets better than her marriage did. She thought that and then moved past it, the way you step around something on the floor in the dark.

The flashlight beam swept inside the housing. She saw the chrome casing, the wiring she had already catalogued twice, and then something that did not belong.

Her hand stilled. The flashlight did not move.

It was black. Flat. Roughly the size of her palm and thin enough to have been wedged in deliberately, not dropped, not forgotten. Someone had placed it there on purpose.

A phone. A burner phone.

She stared at it for a moment the way you stare at a word on a page that suddenly stops making sense even though you've read it a hundred times. Her brain was working. Her body was a step behind.

She reached in and pulled it out. It was cold in a way that had nothing to do with temperature.

The casing was cheap, the kind you bought with cash at a gas station, the kind that left no trail. She knew what these were. She lived in the world of the Deadfall Kings. She understood the grammar of things men hid.

Her thumb found the power button. Dead. The battery had given out long before she found it.

She set it on the stool beside her and looked at it. She did not move for almost a full minute.

Beau never touched this bike. She had made sure of that.

So the only way this phone was inside the Triumph's battery housing was if he had put it there himself, quietly, sometime in the years she had spent coming in and out of this garage. The years she had thought were hers.

Her stomach dropped before her brain finished the sentence. Not shock. Not yet.

Just the particular dread of someone who has spotted the shape of something wrong in the corner of the room and hasn't turned to face it directly yet. Like if she moved slowly enough, it might still turn out to be nothing.

She wiped her hands on her jeans again. Still nothing on them.

The shop light hummed. The radio played something she didn't know the name of.

She picked up the phone and carried it to the workbench, where a charging cable lived coiled around the base of a rusted lamp she kept meaning to throw away. Her hands were steady. She noticed that. Hated it a little.

The cable fit. Of course it fit. Nothing about this felt like coincidence anymore.

She plugged it in, set it against the lamp base, and stood back with her arms crossed. It took forty seconds for the screen to flicker.

The battery icon blinked once, twice, then held. Charging.

She stood there and watched the screen like it might do something else, like it might have more to tell her just from the glow of it. It didn't.

She picked up her flashlight and went back to the Triumph. She did not know what was on that phone.

She was not ready to know yet. But she already understood, somewhere below the thinking part of her, that ready didn't matter anymore.

The bike waited in the center of the garage, patient as it had always been. She ran her thumb along the fuel tank and the metal was cool under her hand, solid and real in a way that very few things felt right now.

"You knew something, didn't you," she said quietly. She was not sure if she was talking to the bike or to herself.

Probably both. The Triumph did not answer, which was more than she could say for most of the people in her life.

She went back to work on the housing, fingers moving through the steps she had memorized, and she did not look at the workbench for a long time. But she could feel the phone behind her the way you feel a door left open in winter.

Cold at the back of the neck. Persistent.

Remy had stopped by earlier that evening, the club's youngest prospect, all twenty-six years of him folded into the doorframe with a paper bag of food she hadn't asked for. "Doc and Shelly thought you might not be eating," he said, in the careful way of someone delivering a message they weren't sure would land well.

She had taken the bag without comment. She appreciated him enough not to make it complicated.

Remy was the kind of young that still believed showing up was enough. Most days she thought he was right, which made her feel older than thirty-four had any right to.

"You good?" he had asked, and she could tell he meant it. That was the thing about Remy. He always meant it.

"I'm working," she had told him. Which was the most honest thing she had said in six weeks.

He had nodded and left without pushing, which she appreciated more than the food. The bag sat on the stool now, half-eaten.

She had not tasted it. She had just needed her jaw to do something other than hold itself shut.

The Deadfall Kings had been respectful, in the way of men who understand that grief has rules. Nobody pushed. Nobody hovered.

They brought food and stayed in doorways and said things like "we're here" and "whatever you need" and she said "thank you" and "I know" and everyone performed the ritual correctly. But she had caught the looks. The ones that lasted a half second too long.

The ones that slid away when she turned toward them. Like they were calculating something she was not meant to be part of.

She had told herself it was guilt. Men in clubs carried guilt the way other people carried keys. Standard weight. Always there.

Now, with a dead burner phone charging on her workbench, she wondered if she had been naming the wrong thing. She wiped her hands on her jeans.

The shop light hummed. Forty-three minutes later, the phone screen blinked from a charging icon to something else.

She heard it from across the garage. A small sound. A notification tone from years ago.

She set down the ratchet. She did not rush.

She walked to the workbench the way she walked toward things she did not entirely want to reach. Steadily. Because stopping was not an option.

The screen was lit. Unlocked. No passcode, which told her everything she needed to know about how confident Beau had been that no one would ever find it.

He had been nearly right. Nearly.

She looked at the screen for one long breath. Then she picked it up.

Her thumb hovered over the first icon, a message thread, no name attached, just a number she did not recognize. The timestamp on the last message was fourteen months ago.

She stood at the workbench with the shop light overhead and the radio playing low. She read the first line.

Then the second. Then she sat down on the stool and kept reading, and the garage was very quiet around her, and the Triumph waited in the center of the room like it had all the time in the world.

Like it had been waiting for exactly this. The screen glowed steady now.

Fully awake. The phone held everything, and Cassidy Wren-Holt sat in the orange edge of the shop light and began to find out who she had been married to.
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​Two Hours on a Shop Stool

The first message was dated four years ago. Cass read it once, then read it again, the way you read something that refuses to mean what it says.

The number had no name attached. Just digits. Clean and deliberate and chosen for exactly that reason.

The message was short. "Tonight. Same place. Delete after."

She scrolled up. There were hundreds more.

She did not put the phone down. She did not move from the stool.

The shop light hummed overhead and the radio played something low and far away and none of it touched her because she was somewhere else now. Somewhere between the woman she thought she was and the woman the phone was introducing her to.

The messages went back further than four years. Further than she had thought to look.

She scrolled until her thumb ached and the timestamps climbed backward through seasons she remembered, through anniversaries and club runs and one particular winter when Beau had been so warm and present that she had thought, finally, finally, this is the marriage settling into itself. That winter had forty-three messages in it.

She read every one. Her face did not move.

There was a name that appeared over and over, not in the messages themselves because the messages were careful, but in the memos. Voice memos. A whole folder of them.

She pressed play on the first one. Beau's voice filled the garage like he had walked back in through the door.

Low and easy, the way he always sounded when he thought no one important was listening. "She's not going to find it. You know how Cass is. Head down, hands dirty, never looks up long enough to see what's in front of her."

A woman's laugh on the other end. Soft. Familiar with him.

Cass pressed stop. She sat very still.

Then she pressed play on the next one. She was going to hear all of it. Every single word.

Because the only thing worse than knowing was half-knowing, and she had lived in half-knowing for years without realizing it. She was done with that now.

The memos were not all whispered confessions. Some of them were mundane in a way that was almost worse, Beau talking about the club, about a run coming up, about money she thought she knew about.

He had a whole second conversation happening alongside their life. Parallel. Neat. Maintained with the same ease he fixed a flat tire.

She found the photos in a separate folder. She looked at three of them and stopped.

Not because they destroyed her. Because they were so ordinary. Hotels she recognized. A diner two towns over where she and Beau had eaten on their third anniversary.

The diner with the red booths and the pie she still thought about sometimes. He had taken someone else there.

She set the phone face-down on her thigh for exactly thirty seconds. Then she turned it back over.

She was not going to look away. She had already spent four years looking away without knowing it, and she would not give him one more second of that mercy.

The voice memos kept going. Beau's voice in the garage, easy and unhurried, narrating a life she had not been invited into.

She found the one that ended her. It was dated three years ago, two weeks after the rally.

Two weeks after a woman named Lori Pace had stood up and said something happened, and Cass had made sure no one believed her. She pressed play.

Beau was laughing before he even started talking. That particular laugh she had loved, the real one, the one that came from low in his chest.

"You should've seen Cass go after her," he said. "I'm telling you. She went after that Pace woman harder than I even asked. Didn't even have to coach her." Another voice on the recording, male this time, someone she did not immediately recognize, said, "Damn. She that loyal?"

"Loyal." Beau laughed again. "She just wanted to believe me. There's a difference. Loyalty's a choice. Cass just couldn't stand the idea of being wrong about somebody she picked." A pause. The sound of something being set on a table. Then: "Best defense I never had to build. She did it herself."

Cass pressed stop. The garage was perfectly silent except for the radio.

She did not move. She pressed the heel of her hand against her mouth and held it there.

Her teeth found her lip before she realized she was biting down. She tasted copper. Pulled her hand back and looked at it like it belonged to someone else.

Her face went hot first, a full flush from her jaw up through her forehead. Then cold. The kind of cold that comes after.

She stared at a spot on the floor, a grease stain shaped like nothing, and she did not look away from it for a long time. The shop light hummed.

She had not defended Beau because she loved him. She had defended him because she could not stand the thought of having chosen wrong.

He had known that. He had used it like a tool.

"I was the weapon," she said to no one. The words came out flat and clear, no shake in them.

"He just had to point me." She said it again, not because she needed to hear it twice, but because saying it once felt like it hadn't made it all the way real yet.

The second time it landed. She felt it settle into her chest like a stone dropped into deep water.

Lori Pace had told the truth. Lori Pace had stood up in front of the club and said something real and Cass had come for her with everything she had, sharp-tongued and certain and righteous, so righteous, because she had believed she was protecting something worth protecting.

She had protected a liar. She had protected a liar and made sure the truth didn't have a leg to stand on.

She kept scrolling. She needed to know the full shape of it before she let herself feel the full weight.

There were receipts. Screenshots of hotel confirmations sent to the other number, motel off the highway, a place two counties over that she had driven past a hundred times. There were dates that matched club runs she had packed Beau's bag for.

She had ironed his shirts. She sat with that for a moment. She had stood at the ironing board and pressed the creases into the shirts he wore when he went to be with someone else.

She set the phone on her knee and breathed through her nose, slow and deliberate, the way she breathed when a part wasn't fitting right and she needed her hands not to shake. Her hands were not shaking.

She almost wished they were. Shaking would have felt like something.

She found a contact saved under a symbol, not a name. Just a small star.

She opened it and found a full thread of messages that were different from the others. More careful. More clipped.

These were not to the woman. These were to someone in the club.

She read the first exchange and her vision went briefly sharp at the edges. Whoever this was, they had known. Not guessed. Known.

They had helped move money around a situation she didn't have the full picture of yet. But she had enough.

She had enough to know that the rally, and Lori, and the years she spent defending a lie, were not an accident of bad communication. This had been managed.

She stood up from the stool. Her legs were stiff from sitting and the movement was clumsy, more clumsy than she would usually allow herself to be.

She walked three steps to the wall and put her back against it and slid down until she was sitting on the floor with her knees up and the phone in both hands. She did not cry.

The pressure behind her eyes was enormous. But crying felt like it belonged to a different version of this situation, one where she was the wronged wife, the betrayed woman, the sympathetic figure in the story.

She was not sure she got to be that. Not after what she'd heard herself described as.

"She went after that Pace woman harder than I even asked." She heard it again without pressing play. Just heard it. His voice in the garage, same as always, low and laughing.

She pressed the back of her head against the wall. The cold of the concrete came through her hair and she let it.

She thought about Lori Pace. Thirty-seven years old now, probably. Cass had not seen her since that day at the rally when she had looked Lori in the eye and made everyone watching believe that Lori was a woman with an agenda, a woman with bad intentions, a woman trying to tear something down.

Cass had been so sure. That was the thing that would not let her breathe right now.

She had been so completely, entirely sure. Because Beau had looked at her with those easy eyes and said "Baby, you know me," and she had.

She thought she had. She thought knowing someone meant something.

The radio clicked between stations and caught static and then settled back into a song. She listened to it without hearing it.

The Triumph sat in the center of the garage, chrome picking up the shop light, patient as ever. She looked at it.

Roy had known something was off about Beau. He'd never said it directly. That wasn't Roy's way.

But he had left this bike to her. Not to them. To her.

"You always were smarter than me," she told the bike quietly. It did not respond, which was its way.

She got up off the floor. Not dramatic, not slow. Just stood up because the floor was not a place she intended to stay.

She set the phone on the workbench and went to the small utility sink in the corner and turned on the cold water. She bent over it and splashed her face once, twice. Felt her breath catch at the cold.

She stood up and looked at herself in the small cracked mirror above the sink. Her face was the same face. Same jaw, same dark circles she had been carrying for weeks, same eyes that were dry when they had every reason not to be.

"Get it together," she told her reflection. Not harshly. More like a reminder.

She dried her face on the clean rag she kept folded by the sink and went back to the workbench. She picked up the phone.

There were still memos she hadn't played. She played every one.

Beau's voice went in and out of anger, in and out of warmth, in and out of that easy laugh that she had spent nearly a decade loving. She heard him complain about the club. She heard him complain about money. She heard him say her name once, just her name, in a tone she could not read, and something in her chest clenched before she could stop it.

Then he said, "She's fine. Cass is always fine. That woman doesn't need anything she can't build with her own hands." Another pause. "That's what I like about her, honestly. She never asks for more than I want to give."

She pressed stop. She set the phone down very carefully, like it was something that could break her fingers if she wasn't precise about it.

She pressed her palms flat on the workbench. She breathed.

He had loved her, maybe. In the way a man loves something useful.

In the way a man loves a door that always opens and never locks against him. She had spent years being proud of how low-maintenance she was. How she didn't need much. How she could handle things.

She had thought that was strength. She was starting to understand it was what had made her easy.

She picked the phone up one more time and went through the contacts again. The unnamed number. The star. Two others she didn't recognize.

She thought about the faces at the clubhouse. The looks that slid away a half-second too fast.

They knew. Some of them. Maybe most of them.

She thought about Doyle. She didn't want to think about Doyle but his face came anyway, the way it always did when she was being honest with herself.

Three years ago, at the rally, after Lori's accusation went through the room like a lit match, he had come to find her. She remembered exactly where she had been standing, by the back door with her arms crossed, already building her case.

He had said, "Cass. Before you do anything. Just listen to me for one minute." She remembered how she had looked at him.

"I'm not interested," she had said. Not angry yet, just dismissive, the way you dismiss something before you have to engage with it.

"You don't know what you're defending," Doyle said. And something in his face had been careful, the way a person is careful when they are holding something fragile that isn't theirs to drop.

"I know my husband," she had said back, flat and final. "Yeah." He had looked at her for a moment. "I know you think so."

She had turned away from him. She had thought, in that moment, that Doyle Cain was a man with a grudge and a bad habit of making things harder than they needed to be.

She had been so certain. She sat with that now. Let the full weight of it find her.

He had known. He had been standing right there, holding the door open for her to walk through, and she had locked it in his face.

She had screamed at him later. At the rally, when it got louder, when sides started forming. She had told him he was stirring trouble for the sake of it. She had said it in front of people.

She had used words she could not take back. And Doyle Cain had stood there and taken every one of them with those unreadable dark eyes and not said a single thing to defend himself.

She hadn't understood that then. She understood it now.

A man who knows he's right doesn't need to argue. He just waits.

She looked at the phone one last time. Then she slid it into the back pocket of her jeans.

She needed to see their faces. She needed to walk into that clubhouse and stand in the middle of all of them and watch.

Not to accuse. Not yet. Just to see who looked at her the way people look at someone who doesn't know the joke is on them.

She turned off the shop light. The garage went dark except for the glow coming in under the door from the outside light.

She stood there in the dark for a moment. The Triumph was a shadow in the center of the room, solid and quiet, the way it always was.

"I'll be back," she told it. She always came back.

She found her jacket on the hook by the door and shrugged into it. Her hands found the zipper with muscle memory, not thought.

She did not check her reflection again. She did not need to.

She knew what her face looked like right now. Closed. Flat. The face she wore when she had decided something and was not going to discuss it.

She opened the garage door and stepped out into the night air. It was cool, not cold, with the particular smell of a Southern night, dirt and trees and something distant.

Her truck sat in the drive. She walked toward it with her hands in her pockets and the phone heavy against her spine.

She thought about Lori Pace. She thought about Beau laughing in a voice memo.

She thought about Doyle's face. She did not think about any of that for long because thinking for long was not going to get her to the clubhouse and the clubhouse was where she needed to be.

She got in the truck. Started it.

The engine caught and the headlights came on and she sat there for exactly ten seconds with both hands on the wheel. "Alright," she said quietly.

Just that. Just alright.

She pulled out of the drive and drove toward the clubhouse with the windows down and the night air moving through her hair. The burner phone sat in her back pocket and it was still warm from the charging cable and she did not think about what was on it.

She already knew what was on it. Every word. Every laugh. Every careful, deliberate lie that had lived inside a dead man's secret phone, inside her uncle's bike, inside her own garage.

She knew it all. Now she needed to know who else did.
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