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​The Door She Shouldn't Have Opened

The road out to the clubhouse had a hundred potholes. Wren Calloway knew every one of them by heart.

She swerved around the deep one near the second mile marker without thinking. The way you breathe without being told to.

On the seat beside her sat a folder, fat with salvage paperwork. Boring pages, all of them.

Pages that needed Dax to sign before the two of them could vanish for two whole days. Two days where the club did not exist.

She smiled at that. No phones. No patches. No late church meetings that ran until the moon got tired.

Her thumb found the phone in her lap at a red light. She typed fast, the way she did everything when she was happy.

"Sign the boring pages so I can steal you for two days," she sent. "I have plans and none of them are legal."

The reply came before the light turned green. "Promise?"

"Cross my heart," she wrote back. "Hope to ruin you."

She laughed out loud in the empty cab. A real laugh, the kind that lived down in her chest.

Five years married tomorrow. The man could still make her grin like a girl with a crush she had not earned yet.

The light went green and the truck rolled forward. Her own truck. Not the old one, not the one that mattered most.

She thought about that other truck the way some people think about a song they cannot finish humming. It sat in the Reaper yard, rusted and broken.

It had sat there for years. Parked in the same spot since the day her father died.

A 1968 Ford F-100. Sky blue once, before the wreck and the years pulled the color out of it.

Her dad had taught her to drive in that thing. His big hand over her small one on the gearshift, his voice steady when hers shook.

Now it just sat there. Waiting.

"Bring my dad's truck back, Calloway," she said to the windshield. Soft. Almost a prayer.

He had promised. Three anniversaries running, he had promised her.

And she had let it slide three anniversaries running. Because she loved him, and because a club VP does not get much daylight to spend on rust and memory.

But she wanted it back. God, she wanted that truck back the way you want a voice you cannot hear anymore.

A dispatch radio crackled in her memory, even though she had not worn a headset in months. Funny, how the body remembers a job.

She had given up most of her shifts when she became an Old Lady. Traded the board for the back of a bike and told everyone she did not miss it.

That was a lie. She knew it was a lie.

She missed the headset more than she let on. She missed being the calm voice in the worst minute of a stranger's life.

Her phone buzzed again on the seat. She glanced down at the stop sign, the words bright against the dark glass.

"Sable's still here finishing the impound contracts," Dax had written. "Should wrap soon. Come up when you're in."

Something small moved in Wren's chest. Not jealousy, exactly.

More like a splinter you feel before you see it. The tiny wrongness that makes your finger pull back.

Sable Renner. The consultant.

The woman who had spent a year teaching the Reapers how to turn a scrapyard into a legal business. Stamps and forms and clean money.

Wren did not hate her. She did not know her well enough to hate her.

But there was a stillness in Sable she had never been able to read. A kind of watching that did not blink.

"Tell Sable to go home," Wren typed. Then she deleted it.

Too sharp. Too much like a wife with a reason.

She tried again. "On my way up. Tell the numbers lady I'm stealing you tonight."

"Already told her," Dax replied. "She knows the rules."

Wren let the splinter go. He always told her, and that was the thing about Dax.

He answered fast. He never went quiet.

A quiet man hides things. Her husband was loud with the truth, always had been.

She pulled into the lot and parked beside the line of bikes. All of them angled the same way, like horses asleep standing up.

The yard stretched out past the fence, a graveyard of metal under the sodium lights. She got out, folder tucked under one arm.

The yard pulled her eyes, the way it always did. Past the tow rigs, past the stacked frames, in the far corner sat the F-100.

A shape more than a truck now. A promise wearing rust.

"Soon," she told it, the word fogging in the cool air. "He's going to bring you home soon."

She walked toward the clubhouse with her boots loud on the gravel. The bass of a country song thumped from The Anvil down the lot, where the patched-in boys were getting loud and happy.

Friday noise. The good kind.

She pulled the heavy door and stepped into the main room. It was nearly empty inside.

Reese, the youngest of them, sat slumped on the leather couch with his phone an inch from his nose. He lifted his chin at her without looking up.

"He upstairs?" Wren asked.

"Office," Reese said. "Been up there with the contract lady forever. Boring stuff."

"Boring stuff is my whole night," she said. Reese snorted.

She crossed the room toward the stairs. The folder shifted under her arm and she hugged it tighter.

She was already rehearsing the joke. Something about how many places a man can initial his own life away.

The staircase climbed up along the back wall, narrow and steep. The kind of stairs built before anyone cared about comfort.

Her hand found the rail out of habit. That was when she saw the coat.

A long coat, soft gray, draped over the end of the banister at the top of the stairs. She did not recognize it.

Not Dax's leather. Not any cut she knew.

A woman's coat. Expensive, the kind that did not belong on a club rail next to ashtrays and a forgotten helmet.

Wren slowed. Her boot found the first step quietly, without her deciding to be quiet.

She told herself it was Sable's coat. Of course it was Sable's coat.

The woman was up there with stamps and forms. She had to hang her coat somewhere.

Her boot found the second step. Then the third.

A sound came down the stairwell to meet her. Soft. Low.

A laugh.

Not a work laugh. Wren knew a work laugh, the dry little exhale people give when a meeting runs long.

This was not that. This was a laugh with a hand on a chest behind it.

A laugh that came from somewhere warm and hidden. She stopped on the fourth step.

Her heart did a strange thing, a hard double knock against her ribs. She pressed her free hand flat to the wall to steady it.

"You're being insane," she whispered to herself. "Stop it. He told you. He always tells you."

She made herself climb. Fifth step. Sixth.

The office door was not shut all the way. A line of yellow light spilled out through the gap and lay across the landing floor.

Another sound came through that gap. Not a laugh this time.

A breath. A man's breath, low and known.

A sound she had heard in the dark of her own bed a thousand nights. Her stomach dropped through the floor of her.

"No," she said out loud, to no one. The word came out flat and small.

Her hand pushed the door before her brain gave it leave to. The hinge gave its little metal cry.

The gap became a doorway. The doorway became everything.

Dax had a woman against the desk. Not just near her. Against her.

His hands were where a husband's hands go. One buried in dark hair that was not Wren's, one low on a hip that was not Wren's.

Sable Renner's mouth was on his throat. Her head tipped back, her gray blouse open at the collar.

The folder hit the floor. Paper sprayed across the boards, white pages skating under the desk.

The sound of it broke the room apart. Dax's head snapped up.

His eyes found Wren in the doorway. For one long second, neither of them was a person.

They were two animals frozen in a clearing. Looking at each other across a thing that could not be taken back.

"Wren," he said. Just her name.

His hands came off Sable like the woman had turned to fire. Wren did not move.

She stood in the doorway with her empty arms. And the funny part, the sick funny part, was that the first thing she felt was nothing.

A clean white nothing. Like the half-second after you cut yourself, before the blood shows up.

Then the blood showed up.

"Five years," Wren said. Her voice came out very quiet and very even.

"You couldn't give me the one night before five years."

Dax stepped toward her, both hands up, palms out. The gesture of a man trying to calm a spooked horse.

"Wren. Don't. Let me."

"Don't you dare." She did not raise her voice. She lowered it, and it got colder.

"Don't you dare make this a sentence you get to finish."

He stopped where he was. Whatever he saw in her face stopped him better than her hands could have.

Wren's eyes moved off him. They moved to Sable.

And that was the moment the floor tilted under her a second time. Because Sable Renner was not afraid.

Sable had already pulled the gray blouse closed with two unhurried fingers. Sable stood with her weight on one hip, her chin level, her dark eyes steady on Wren's face.

She was not crying. She was not red.

She was not stammering an apology. She was not shrinking into the corner the way a caught woman shrinks.

She was watching. Measuring.

Her gaze moved over Wren the way a buyer's eyes move over a used car. Looking for the dents. Gauging the worth. Deciding what the thing in front of her was going to cost.

It was so wrong that Wren's breath caught on it. A woman caught in another woman's marriage should look like the end of the world had found her.

Sable looked like a problem had walked in. And she was already doing the math on how to solve it.

"You're very quiet," Wren said to her. Slow. "For someone with my husband's hands all over you."

"Wren," Dax said again, desperate now. "She doesn't, this isn't, please."

"I'm not talking to you." Wren did not look away from Sable. "I'm talking to her. She's the calm one. Aren't you, Sable?"

Sable tilted her head, just slightly. Something flickered behind her eyes, quick and cool, there and gone.

"This isn't what you want to make it," Sable said. Her voice was smooth, low, careful. "You should sit down. You're upset."

"I'm upset." Wren almost laughed, and the almost-laugh hurt worse than crying would have. "Listen to her, Dax. She's handling me."

"She's standing in your office with her shirt half open, and she's handling me." Wren shook her head slowly. "Like I'm a fire she means to put out before it spreads."

Dax turned to look at Sable then, and Wren watched it happen. She watched her husband really look at the woman beside him.

She watched the first thread of confusion cross his face. She watched the heat drain out of him and leave something colder behind.

Whatever this was, he was already lost in it. Wren could see that plain.

But she did not have room in her chest to wonder why. The room was full.

"How long," Wren said. She kept her eyes off both of them now, fixed on the spilled white pages on the floor.

The boring pages. The ones she had driven all this way to have him sign.

"It doesn't matter how long," Dax said. His voice cracked down the middle.

"I'm not going to feed you a number to make it survivable. There's no number that makes this anything but what it is."

She lifted her eyes back to him. He was crying.

Big and silent, the way she had only seen him cry once before. The day they buried his father.

His hands were still up. Still open. Still empty.

"I did this," Dax said. "Not the drink. Not the club. Not anything that gets to carry it for me."

"Me. I made a choice, and the choice was wrong, and I would give my whole life to take it back. And I can't."

It would have been easier if he had lied. If he had blamed the whiskey, or a hard week, or the woman in the gray coat.

A lie she could have hated cleanly. The truth just sat there in the room with the three of them, heavy and plain, giving her nothing to push against.

"Wren," Sable said again, taking one step forward, one hand lifting. "Let's all just breathe for a second and talk like."

"Stop talking." Wren's voice went to a place she did not know it had. Flat and precise and almost gentle.

The dispatcher voice. The one she used on the worst nights, when a stranger was screaming and someone had to be the still point.

"You don't get to be the calm one in my marriage. You don't get to manage me." She held Sable's eyes without blinking. "Put your coat on and remember this face, because it is the last time you will ever stand this close to something of mine."

Sable's hand came back down. The cool eyes flicked once to Dax, fast, a private little question.

Then they settled on Wren again. And there it was, the thing Wren would not understand for weeks but would never forget.

That single glance was not the glance of a woman in love. It was the glance of a woman checking whether her plan was still on the rails.

Wren bent down. She did not know why she did it.

Except that the pages were her dad's truck, and the salvage business, and the trip, and the marriage, all spilled across the dirty floor. And some part of her could not leave them lying there.

Her fingers gathered the paper. They shook.

She watched her own hands shake from far away. Like they belonged to someone on the other end of a phone line, someone she was trying to talk down.

"Let me help," Dax said. He dropped to one knee in front of her.

"Don't," she said, without heat, without anything. "Don't touch the paper. Don't touch me. Don't."

He stopped with his hand an inch from hers. They knelt there together on the office floor, a foot apart, the spilled folder between them.

It was the closest the two of them would be for a long time. And the farthest she had ever felt from him.

She stood up with the crumpled pages against her chest. Her knees held.

She was a little surprised they held. She had thought, for a second there, that they might not.

"Wren," Dax said from the floor, looking up at her. Wrecked. Ruined. Hers and not hers.

"Please. Tomorrow. Five years. Don't let it end in this room."

"You ended it in this room," she said. "I'm just the one who has to carry it out."

She turned for the door.

"Wren." His voice broke on her name like a wave on a rock. "I love you. I have never stopped, not for one second, I swear to God."

She paused in the doorway. She did not turn around.

"I know," she said. And that was the worst part, that she did know.

That she believed him. That love had never been the thing that was missing.

"That's what I can't forgive."

She walked out. The gray coat still hung on the banister, and she passed it without slowing.

Down the narrow stairs, one hand on the rail, her boots loud again. Her breath came in short pulls she had to count to keep even.

Reese looked up from the couch as she crossed the main room. Whatever was on her face wiped the bored smile clean off his.

"Wren?" he said, half rising. "You good?"

"I'm great," she said. The lie came out so smooth it scared her.

"Tell your VP his paperwork's a little wrinkled." She pushed through the heavy door into the night.

The cold hit her face and she was grateful for it. The bass from The Anvil still thumped down the lot.

The patched-in boys still laughing. The whole world still turning, like nothing in it had just been split down the center.

She made it to her truck. She got the door open.

She got herself up into the seat, the crushed pages dumped on the passenger side. Where the folder had ridden in clean an hour ago.

Then her hands would not work.

The keys were in her fist. She could feel them, the cold teeth of them biting into her palm.

But her fingers would not find the ignition. Would not steady enough to fit the key to the slot.

She sat there in the dark, stabbing at a hole she could not see. The blur had finally, finally come up over her eyes.

"Come on," she whispered to her own hands. "Come on. Not here. Not in the lot. Come on."

The key found the slot. The engine turned over.

And the sound came out of her.

It was not a sob. She had cried before, she knew what her crying sounded like, and this was not that.

This was something lower and older. A sound that came up from under her ribs and out of her open mouth before she could close it.

A raw, broken noise she had never made in her life. She did not know she could.

She slapped a hand over her own lips to stop it. It came again anyway, muffled against her palm, shaking her whole body with it.

In the far corner of the yard, past the headlight glare, the rusted shape of her father's truck sat in the dark. Watching her, the way Sable had watched her.

The promise that was never going to be kept. She put the truck in gear and her foot found the gas.

She pulled out of the lot, gravel spitting under the tires. The clubhouse shrank in the mirror with all its yellow light and all its lies.

The road took her. The potholes she knew by heart rose up to meet her, and she did not swerve around a single one.

She just drove.
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​Everything I Set on Fire Myself

The sound of the door slamming downstairs reached the office before the silence did, and the silence was worse. Dax stood in the middle of his own office with his shirt half untucked and his hands hanging useless at his sides, staring at the spot where his wife had been standing two seconds ago. The pages were gone. The folder was gone. Wren was gone, and the whole room felt like it had been hollowed out by a wind that only blew through one person's chest.

He did not move for a long moment. He just stood there, breathing hard, his pulse banging in his ears louder than anything Sable could have said to him. When he finally turned, Sable was already buttoning the last button on her blouse, smoothing the front of it down with two flat palms, calm as a woman finishing a meeting that had run a little long.

"Dax," she said softly. "Sit down. You're shaking."

"Don't." He held up a hand without looking at her, the same gesture he'd thrown at Wren a minute ago, except this one had teeth in it. "Don't talk to me right now. I need you to not talk to me."

Sable did not flinch. She crossed her arms loosely and leaned back against the edge of the desk, watching him pace the short length of the rug like a man trying to outrun his own skin. There was something in her face that was almost amused, a patience that did not belong in a room that had just come apart at the seams, and he was too wrecked in that moment to catch how wrong it looked on her.

"She'll cool off," Sable said. "People always do. Give her a few days. Come back to me when she does."

The words landed in him like a stone dropped down a well, and he actually stopped walking to stare at her. He felt his face change, felt something in his chest go cold and clear, the fog of guilt burning off for just long enough to let him see her plainly. There was no apology in her voice. There was no shame. There was only a woman talking about his marriage like it was a contract clause she expected to renegotiate once the other party settled down.

"There's no me to come back to," he said, and his voice came out rougher than he meant it. "There's no us. There never should have been an us, Sable. I don't know what I thought this was, but whatever it was, it's done. It ends right here, tonight, in this office."

"You don't mean that." She tilted her head, the same small tilt she'd given Wren a minute before, and he felt his stomach turn at the memory of it. "You're upset. You're not thinking clearly. Once the dust settles, you'll see things differently."

"I'm thinking the clearest I've thought in a year." He scrubbed a hand down his face, hard, like he could wipe the last ten minutes off his skin if he pressed enough. "I just watched my wife's face fall apart in a doorway. I watched her pick paper up off the floor with her hands shaking so bad she could barely hold it. That's clear. That's the clearest thing I've ever seen."

Sable pushed off the desk and took a step toward him, her heels quiet on the wood floor, her hand reaching for his arm. He pulled back before she could touch him, stepping out of range like she was something hot, and for the first time her composure cracked just slightly at the edges. Just a flicker. A tightening around the mouth that vanished as fast as it came, gone before he could be sure he'd even seen it.

"You're going to need help getting through the next few weeks," Sable said, her voice dropping lower, smoother, like she was talking someone off a ledge instead of standing in the wreckage she'd helped build. "The club, the books, all of it. I'm still your consultant, Dax. That part of this doesn't have to end."

"Get your coat." He said it flat, no heat left in it, just exhaustion sitting on every word. "Get your coat, get your things, and don't come back up these stairs again. I'll have someone else go through the contracts."

She studied him for a second longer than felt natural, her dark eyes moving over his face the way they'd moved over Wren's, reading him, gauging him, deciding something he couldn't see the shape of yet. Then she nodded once, slow, and reached for her coat off the chair where she'd hung it, not the rail outside, he noted distantly, like even that detail mattered now. She paused at the door with one hand on the frame and looked back at him.

"You'll call me," she said. Not a question.

"I won't," Dax said, and for the first time since the door had burst open, he believed himself.

She left without another word, her footsteps fading down the stairs, and he stood alone in the office with the smell of her perfume still hanging in the air like smoke after a fire. He looked down at the floor where the folder had spilled. A single page had slid under the desk, and he crouched to pull it free, smoothing the crease out of it with shaking fingers, staring at his own name where Wren had marked the line for his signature in pencil, a little arrow drawn beside it. Sign here, dummy, the arrow said, the kind of joke only she would leave for him.

He folded the page once, careful, and put it in his jacket pocket like it was something that mattered more than anything else in the building.

The bike ate up the dark road faster than it should have, his hands too tight on the grips, his jaw clenched against the wind. He told himself he wasn't chasing her. He told himself he just needed to see her face one more time, needed to say the thing he hadn't gotten to say in the office, needed her to know that whatever she believed about him in that doorway, it wasn't the whole truth, even if the whole truth didn't make it better.

Forty miles of dark county road later, he saw the porch light of Bree's place burning yellow against the tree line, and his chest unclenched just slightly at the sight of it, a stupid, useless hope flickering up in him that maybe this could still be fixed tonight. He killed the engine at the bottom of the drive and walked the bike the rest of the way, like creeping in quiet would make this easier on anybody.

Bree was already standing at the edge of the property when he came around the bend, arms crossed, porch light behind her turning her into a shape more than a person. She didn't move. She just stood there, planted, like a fence post that had grown roots overnight, and he slowed his steps without meaning to.

"That's far enough," Bree said.

"Bree." His voice cracked on her name, and he hated how much it cracked, how little control he had left over his own face. "I need to see her. Just for a minute. I need her to hear me say."

"She doesn't need to hear anything from you tonight." Bree's voice was iron, flat, final, the voice of a woman who had already heard every version of this speech in her own life and wasn't impressed by a new one. "She's in my house. She's shaking so hard I had to make her tea just to give her hands something to hold onto. You think you walking up that drive is going to help that?"

"I just want her to know I'm not."

"I don't care what you want her to know." Bree took a step closer, close enough that he could see her face clearly now, see how much of Wren lived in it, the same sharp eyes gone hard with fury on her sister's behalf. "You drove forty miles to feel better. That's what this is. You're not here for her, you're here to put something down so it stops sitting on your chest. Turn around and feel worse at home, Dax, where it belongs."

He stood there in the dark with his hands open at his sides, the same useless gesture he'd made twice already tonight, and he felt the truth of what she'd said settle into him like a stone. She was right. He hated that she was right, hated it the way you hate a wound for hurting exactly as much as it should.

"Tell her," he started, and his voice broke clean in half. He had to stop, swallow, try again. "Tell her I'm sorry doesn't even start to cover it. Tell her I know that."

"I'm not your messenger." Bree's eyes didn't soften, not even a little. "If you've got something to say to her, you'll say it to her face when she's ready to hear it, and not one second before. Go home."

He looked past her, toward the house, toward the one window with a light still on behind thin curtains, and his whole chest ached at the thought of Wren on the other side of that glass, curled up small with a cup of tea going cold in her hands. He wanted to walk past Bree. He wanted to walk straight up that drive and through that door and fall on his knees in front of his wife and beg her to let him stay broken in the same room as her, even if she never forgave him.

He didn't. He made himself turn around instead, made himself walk the bike back down the drive with his shoulders bent under a weight he hadn't earned the right to put down yet.

"Dax." Bree's voice followed him, quieter now, less iron in it. He stopped, looked back over his shoulder. "She loved you so much it scared me sometimes. I hope to God you remember that's what you burned."

He didn't have an answer for that. He got back on the bike and rode the forty miles home with his eyes stinging the whole way, the wind doing nothing to dry them.

The clubhouse was quiet when he got back, the Friday noise from The Anvil down to a low murmur now, most of the boys gone home or gone to bed. He parked the bike and stood in the lot for a long minute, looking up at the dark window of the office, the room where everything had ended. He didn't go up there. He went inside instead and found Tuck at the bar, nursing the last inch of something brown, the only other soul still awake in the building.

Tuck looked up when the door opened, and whatever he saw on Dax's face made him set the glass down slow and quiet. He didn't ask what happened. He just slid the bottle two inches closer across the bar, an offer without a question attached to it, and waited.

Dax sat down on the stool beside him and put his head in his hands for a second before he could make himself speak. His shoulders were shaking, small and tight, the kind of shaking a man does when he's trying not to let it become something bigger. Tuck didn't say anything. He just sat there, solid, letting the silence hold the space until Dax was ready to fill it.

"I lost her tonight," Dax said finally, voice raw. "Wren walked into that office and saw me with Sable, and I lost her. I lost the only thing in my whole life I ever actually got right."

"You didn't lose her," Tuck said, low. "You did something. That's different than losing. Losing sounds like it happened to you."

Dax lifted his head and looked at him, and something in his face must have asked the question out loud, because Tuck kept going, steady, not unkind but not soft either. "Don't let yourself off easy by calling it a loss, brother. A loss is when the ground gives out under you. This is something you did with your own two hands."

"Don't soften it for me." Dax's voice cracked again, and this time he let it, let the crack sit out in the open between them. "I had everything. I had a wife who used to leave me notes in pencil on boring paperwork because she couldn't help being funny even when she was bored out of her mind. I had everything, Tuck, and I lit it on fire myself. Nobody pushed me into that office. Nobody held a gun to my head. I walked in there a hundred times over the last year and I kept walking back in, and tonight she finally saw what I'd been doing."

Tuck didn't argue with him. He just nodded once, slow, letting the words sit there without trying to file the edges off them.

Dax reached for the bottle and poured himself two fingers, then looked at it for a long second and pushed it away untouched. "I'm not going to blame this on a drink I haven't even had yet," he said, almost to himself. "I'm not going to give myself that out. I was sober every single time I made that choice. That's the part that won't let me sleep."

"Good," Tuck said simply. "Don't give yourself the out. The men who give themselves the out never fix anything. They just find a new word for the same hole."

Dax sat with that for a moment, staring at the bar's scratched wood, his thumb running absently over a gouge some drunk had carved into it years ago. He thought about Wren's face in the doorway, the way it had gone from soft to stone in the space of two seconds. He thought about her hands shaking over the folder, about the sound she'd made when she finally got the truck started, a sound he hadn't heard but could imagine so clearly it hurt his chest like he had.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, the old words rose up the way they always did when his heart hurt this bad. Little bird. He'd called her that since their second year together, since the night she'd sat up with him through a fever and hadn't slept a wink, small and fierce, watching over him like something with wings and a sharp little beak that wouldn't let go. The words came up now out of pure habit, out of five years of reaching for them whenever the world got too loud.

He reached for them in his head. He tried to say it, even silently, even just to himself.

It wouldn't come.

He felt the absence of it like a missing
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