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Chapter 1

POV: Ivy Ortega
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The candle had burned low enough to leave a thin river of wax running down the side of the glass when Nash texted me for the first time.

Running late. Club business. I am sorry, baby.

I read the message once.

Then again.

The dark green dress I wore suddenly felt too tight across my ribs. It was the dress Nash had bought me on a cold December night three years ago, after he had come home from a Wraith Riders run with blood on his knuckles and exhaustion carved beneath his eyes. He had held the dress up in our bedroom, looked at me like I was something precious, and told me it made him forget how to breathe.

Tonight, I had put it on because six years of marriage deserved something more than jeans and one of his old shirts.

Tonight, I had curled my hair, painted my mouth a quiet red, and wrapped his anniversary gift in brown paper tied with black ribbon.

An old record.

Not valuable in the way collectors meant valuable. The cover was stained at the corners, the vinyl scratched deep enough that it had skipped when I first played it. But it was the record that had been spinning in the corner of Frankie’s Bar the night Nash Ortega walked up to me with a beer in his hand and asked why a woman like me was wasting her Friday night listening to sad music.

I had told him it was not sad music. It was honest music.

He had grinned then, all dark eyes and dangerous confidence, the Wraith Riders patch on his back, and said, “Same thing sometimes.”

I had restored the record over three weeks. Cleaned the sleeve. Pressed the warped edges. Worked patiently over the damaged vinyl until the music could play through without breaking apart every few seconds.

It was supposed to be a reminder.

Of who we had been before everything else.

Before club calls interrupted dinners.

Before Nash started keeping his phone face down.

Before I learned how to smile when the Wraith Riders needed him because I had become too good at swallowing the words, What about me?

Across from me, Nash’s chair sat empty.

The white cloth napkin rested untouched beside his plate. The waiter had poured him water when I arrived, because I had said he would be there any minute.

That had been forty three minutes ago.

I put my phone facedown on the table, but the screen lit again almost immediately.

Need to handle this. Do not wait up if it gets too late.

My throat tightened.

I typed, It is our anniversary.

Then I stared at the words until they blurred.

He knew it was our anniversary. He had kissed me goodbye that morning, one hand resting on my waist while I stood barefoot in the kitchen. He had promised he would meet me at seven. He had promised he would be on time.

He had even said it twice.

“I will be there, Ivy.”

The restaurant around me hummed with the soft sounds of other people enjoying their lives. Glasses touched. Forks scraped plates. A woman in a cream sweater leaned toward the man across from her and laughed with her whole face. Near the front window, an older couple shared a plate of tiramisu, their hands resting together between the candle and the sugar bowl.

I watched them too long.

The waiter approached with the careful expression of someone trained to be kind without making a person feel embarrassed.

“Would you like a few more minutes?”

I looked at Nash’s empty chair.

“Yes,” I said. “Please.”

He nodded and stepped away.

I picked up my wineglass but did not drink. The wine had gone warm. The restaurant smelled like garlic, butter, fresh bread, and something sweet from the kitchen. Usually, I loved this place. Nash and I had come here after our courthouse wedding, still laughing because Ghost had given Nash a wedding card with fifty dollars inside and written, Do not screw this up.

At the time, I had thought it was funny.

Now I wondered whether Ghost had known something I did not.

My phone remained silent.

I tried to tell myself it was real club business. The Wraith Riders did not operate like ordinary men with ordinary jobs. Freight routes got threatened. Riders got pulled into trouble. There were territory meetings, emergency calls, people who needed Nash because Nash had made himself into the man everyone relied on.

That was what I had always loved about him.

He showed up.

For Ghost.

For the club brothers.

For the men who called him at two in the morning because they were drunk, bleeding, stranded, angry, or afraid.

For Talia Reyes.

The thought came quietly, but it stayed.

I pressed my fingers against the stem of my glass.

Talia had lost her brother five years ago. Everyone in Cedar Hollow knew the story. Reyes had been Wraith Riders. He had died in an ambush on a freight run. Nash had been there. Nash had come home from the funeral changed in ways I did not understand then.

I had not met him yet.

By the time I became part of his life, Talia had already become part of the spaces around it. Her name appeared in conversations. Her bills sometimes became problems Nash solved. Her car broke down and Nash repaired it. Her panic attacks became reasons for him to leave dinner, leave bed, leave the room when we were watching television.

Every time I asked, Nash gave me the same look.

Tired. Hurt. Disappointed.

“She is grieving, Ivy.”

As if I had never understood grief.

As if I had not lost my father.

As if caring about my own husband made me cruel.

The waiter came back fifteen minutes later.

“I can bring you an appetizer while you wait.”

“I will order,” I said.

His eyes flicked toward the empty chair, then back to me. “Of course.”

I ordered the pasta Nash liked. The one with braised beef and rosemary. I ordered it because some small, humiliating part of me still believed he might walk through the door, shake rain from his dark hair, apologize against my temple, and sit down as if he had only been delayed by something unavoidable.

I hated that part of me.

I hated that she still existed.

The food arrived. Steam rose from the plate across from me. Nash’s water glass collected small beads of condensation. I looked at the clock above the bar.

Eight sixteen.

Then eight thirty nine.

Then nine.

My phone buzzed.

For one stupid second, my heart lifted.

But it was not Nash.

It was a notification from Cedar Hollow Chatter, the town page I followed mostly because clients sometimes posted old records, posters, or family collections they wanted restored.

The newest post had been made by a woman named Lacey Moore.

Long night at Rosa’s. Some people should get a medal for carrying everybody else’s pain.

There was a photograph beneath the caption.

At first, I only noticed the diner booth. The bright red vinyl seats. The sugar dispenser. The greasy shine of the window beneath the neon sign.

Then I saw the reflection in the glass behind the booth.

A black truck.

Nash’s truck.

The custom steel bumper. The Wraith Riders decal in the rear window. The shallow dent near the back wheel where Nash had scraped a concrete post at the clubhouse last summer and refused to let anyone repair it because he said it gave the truck character.

My fingers went cold.

I zoomed in.

The image blurred, but not enough.

The truck was parked outside Rosa’s Diner, fourteen minutes from where I sat.

I looked at the clock.

Nine eleven.

Nash was not handling club business.

He was at Rosa’s.

I did not think. Not at first.

I stood so quickly my chair scraped against the floor. The waiter glanced over, concern crossing his face.

“I need a box,” I said.

“For your dinner?”

“Yes.”

He hurried away.

My hands shook as I gathered my coat. The wrapped record sat beside my purse. I stared at it for a moment, then slid it carefully into my bag.

I was not leaving it behind.

Not yet.

The waiter returned with a container. I put the untouched pasta inside, thanked him, and paid the bill before he could tell me Nash’s meal had not been prepared.

Outside, the cold hit hard.

Rain came down in a thin, steady sheet, soaking the pavement and turning every streetlight into a pale gold smear across the road. I ran to my car, climbed inside, and locked the doors before I put the key in the ignition.

For a moment, I sat with both hands resting on the steering wheel.

My heart beat too hard.

You do not know anything, I told myself.

It could be club business.

Talia could be there because of something serious.

Nash could have meant to come back.

Nash could have planned to call.

Nash could have a reason.

I started the engine anyway.

Rosa’s was on the far side of Cedar Hollow, near the old highway where truckers stopped for coffee before dawn and bikers stopped when they wanted privacy without leaving town. I knew the route without thinking. Past the shuttered hardware store. Over the bridge. Left at the gas station with the broken blue sign.

Rain tapped against the windshield in a rhythm that made my thoughts feel louder.

I did not cry.

Not because I was strong.

Because I was afraid that if I started, I would not stop.

By the time I reached Rosa’s, my hands had gone numb around the wheel.

The diner glowed ahead of me, bright and ordinary beneath its red neon sign. A few cars lined the lot. A delivery van. An old sedan. Nash’s truck.

I parked across the street beneath the dead branches of an oak tree.

For several seconds, I could not make myself look.

Then I did.

Nash sat in the booth nearest the window.

Talia sat across from him.

Her hair was loose around her shoulders. Her face was turned down, one hand pressed against her mouth. Even through the rain streaked glass, I could see she had been crying.

Nash leaned toward her.

His hand lay over hers on the table.

Not a quick touch.

Not the casual grip of a man comforting a club sister.

His fingers were threaded through hers.

His thumb moved slowly across the back of her hand.

Once.

Then again.

The exact motion he used to make when I could not sleep.

The exact motion he had used the night after my father died, when I lay awake staring at the ceiling while rain knocked against our bedroom windows.

I had not felt that hand in months.

I had not felt that version of Nash in months.

Something inside me went quiet.

Not healed. Not calm.

Quiet in the way a room goes quiet after glass breaks.

I pulled my phone from my purse and opened the camera.

My fingers trembled so hard I nearly dropped it.

One photograph.

That was all I took.

Nash looking down at Talia with his hand around hers.

Talia looking at him as if he was the person she called when the world became too heavy.

My husband.

Her comfort.

I lowered the phone.

For one second, Nash turned his head toward the window.

I ducked instinctively, my breath catching.

When I looked again, he was still facing Talia.

He had not seen me.

I should have walked inside.

I should have opened that diner door, crossed the black and white tile floor, and asked him why I was sitting alone on our anniversary while he held another woman’s hand in a booth across town.

But I could already hear what he would say.

It is not like that.

You do not understand.

She needed me.

You know what Reyes meant to me.

You are making this worse.

And somehow, before the night ended, I would be apologizing for seeing what was directly in front of me.

No.

Not tonight.

I put the car in reverse and pulled away.

The drive back to the restaurant passed in pieces. Red lights. Wet roads. The soft hiss of tires crossing rainwater. A song playing low through my speakers that I did not recognize.

At one intersection, I looked in the rearview mirror and saw a black motorcycle behind me.

The rider wore a dark helmet. No visible patch. No bright headlight, only a low beam cutting through the rain.

I told myself it was nothing.

Cedar Hollow had motorcycles everywhere. The Wraith Riders. The Talon Kings. Men who rode alone because the road was the only place they knew how to think.

The light changed.

I turned right.

The motorcycle turned right.

My stomach tightened.

I drove two blocks farther and turned left.

The motorcycle followed.

I checked my mirrors again.

It stayed back. Not close enough to be obvious. Not far enough for me to forget it was there.

My fingers closed around the steering wheel.

Do not panic.

I did not drive home. Not yet.

Instead, I took the long way through the center of town, past the library, past the police station, past the pharmacy that stayed open until midnight. I kept my doors locked. I watched every mirror.

The motorcycle remained behind me.

Then, at the next intersection, it accelerated.

The black shape passed my car on the left, engine roaring briefly through the rain, then disappeared down a side street without looking back.

I let out a breath I had not realized I was holding.

My heart still raced.

I waited through two green lights before I drove again.

When I returned to the Italian restaurant, the parking lot had nearly emptied. The rain had eased to a mist, and the windows glowed warmly against the cold dark street.

The waiter saw me enter and looked surprised.

“I forgot something,” I said.

He nodded as if he understood more than I wanted him to.

Nash’s chair was still there.

His plate was still untouched.

The candle had burned itself out.

I stood beside the table for a moment, looking at the place where I had expected my husband to sit. The place I had saved for him. The place he had left empty.

Then I took the wrapped record from my purse.

I placed it in the center of his plate.

The brown paper was dry. The black ribbon lay neat against the white porcelain.

A gift for the man who had promised me he would come.

A gift for the man holding another woman’s hand while I ate alone.

I did not leave a note.

There was nothing I could write that would not give him another chance to explain.

The waiter watched me from near the bar. His face was gentle, but he did not speak.

“Thank you,” I said.

Then I walked out.

By the time I reached home, it was almost eleven.

The Ortega house sat at the end of a quiet street beyond the old mill road. The porch light was on because I had left it on that morning. Warm yellow light spilled across the wet steps.

For years, coming home to that house had felt like exhaling.

Tonight, it looked like somewhere I had been pretending to belong.

I carried the boxed dinner inside and set it on the kitchen counter. Nash’s boots were not by the door. His leather cut was not hanging on the chair where he always dropped it after a late ride.

The house was silent.

Too silent.

I took off my coat and walked upstairs. In the bedroom, I stood before the mirror and looked at myself.

My mascara had smudged beneath my eyes.

The dark green dress still fit.

The woman wearing it did not look like someone who had been forgotten.

She looked like someone who had finally noticed.

I removed my earrings first. Then the necklace Nash had given me on our first anniversary. Finally, I slid my wedding ring from my finger.

The skin beneath it was pale.

I held the ring in my palm for a long time.

Six years.

Six years of promises, late night rides, laughter in the garage, cheap takeout on the couch, hands tangled beneath blankets, fights that ended with apologies, and apologies that became easier for him to give than real change.

I carried the ring downstairs.

On the kitchen table, I set it beside the empty space where Nash usually dropped his keys.

Then I went to the workshop above the garage.

I did not turn on the overhead light. I only switched on the small lamp beside my workbench. Records waited in their sleeves. Old paper, dust, cleaning solution, and faint traces of machine oil filled the room.

Everything broken came here eventually.

Old songs.

Old photographs.

Pieces people could not bear to throw away.

I sat in the chair beside the window and watched the driveway.

At midnight, Nash’s truck turned onto the street.

Its headlights swept across the wet pavement, then cut off.

He sat behind the wheel for several seconds before getting out.

Even from the workshop window, I recognized the heaviness in the way he moved. His shoulders were rigid. His head was lowered against the rain.

He entered the house.

A minute passed.

Then another.

The kitchen light came on.

From where I sat above the garage, I could see through the narrow side window.

Nash stopped beside the table.

He looked at the unopened anniversary gift.

Then he saw my wedding ring beside it.
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Chapter 2

POV: Nash Ortega
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I knew something was wrong before I saw the ring.

The house had a silence to it that did not belong there.

Even when Ivy was asleep, even when she was angry, even when she was hiding in the workshop above the garage with some damaged record spread across her workbench, there was always a sign of her inside these walls. A lamp left on. Music low in another room. The scent of vanilla from whatever candle she had lit that week.

Tonight, there was nothing.

No music.

No light from the living room.

No sound from upstairs.

Only rain ticking against the kitchen window and the faint mechanical hum of the refrigerator.

I shut the front door behind me and stood with one hand still resting on the lock.

My cut was wet from the ride. Water slid from the ends of my hair down the back of my neck. My boots left dark marks across the floor Ivy had cleaned that morning, and guilt pressed harder in my chest when I remembered her standing at the kitchen counter before I left.

She had been barefoot.

Her hair had been twisted up with one of those clips she liked.

She had looked over her shoulder at me and smiled.

“Seven,” she had said.

“Seven,” I had promised.

I had kissed her cheek.

Then I had walked out of the house with every intention of coming back to her.

That was the lie I had been telling myself for hours.

My keys were still in my hand when I saw the kitchen table.

The small wrapped box sat in the center of it.

Brown paper.

Black ribbon.

Neat enough that Ivy had probably redone the knot three times until it looked exactly right.

Beside it rested her wedding ring.

For a second, I could not move.

The ring was simple. White gold. A thin band I had chosen because Ivy had told me once that she did not want anything too flashy. She wanted something she could work in. Something she could wear while handling records, cleaning old paper, sanding damaged frames, and turning things other people had given up on into something worth keeping.

I had slid it onto her finger six years ago in a courthouse hallway with Ghost and half the Wraith Riders waiting outside.

I remembered how Ivy had laughed when the clerk told us we could kiss.

I remembered the way she had looked at me.

Like I was a man she trusted with every piece of her.

I walked toward the table slowly.

The gift was still unopened.

I touched the edge of the box, then pulled my hand back.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

I did not need to look to know who it was.

I had ignored Ivy’s messages while I sat at Rosa’s with Talia. I had watched my screen light up with her name and turned the phone face down on the diner table because I knew exactly what I would hear if I answered.

Where are you?

Are you coming?

Why are you doing this again?

Instead, I had stayed.

I had sat across from Talia while she cried over a photograph that had been left beneath her apartment door, and I had told myself I was doing the right thing.

That I was keeping a promise.

That Ivy would understand when I explained.

The phone stopped buzzing.

I looked at the staircase.

“Ivy?”

My voice sounded wrong in the house. Too loud. Too uncertain.

No answer.

I moved through the downstairs rooms first. Living room. Dining room. Garage door. The workshop stairs were at the back of the garage, and I found the door locked when I tried the handle.

The small window near the top was dark.

I leaned closer to it.

“Ivy.”

Nothing.

My hand tightened on the knob.

Every instinct in me wanted to force the door open. Not because I thought she was in danger. Because I hated being shut out. Because the locked door made the distance between us feel real in a way the ring on the table had not.

I stepped away.

The guest room door upstairs was closed.

I stood outside it for a long moment, listening.

There was no sound except the muted rush of rain against the roof.

I lifted my hand to knock, then stopped.

If she was asleep, she deserved sleep.

If she was awake, she had made it clear she did not want to see me.

I rested my palm flat against the wood.

“I am sorry,” I said quietly.

The words disappeared into the silence.

I went back downstairs.

I took off my cut and hung it over the chair instead of dropping it where I usually did. Ivy hated that. She had told me a hundred times that the chair was not a coat rack.

I had always smiled when she said it.

I had always promised to do better.

Then I had kept doing the same thing.

My gaze returned to the gift.

I pulled out a chair and sat down across from it.

The kitchen smelled faintly like coffee and the lemon cleaner Ivy used on the counters. There was a glass in the sink, lipstick still visible at the rim. She had probably stood here before leaving, maybe checking her hair in the reflection of the dark window.

I pictured her at the restaurant.

Alone.

Waiting for me.

The image made something pull tight beneath my ribs.

I had told Talia I could only stay a few minutes. I had meant it. Then she had placed the envelope on the table between us, and the sight of Reyes’s name scrawled across it had dragged me five years backward in a single breath.

Reyes should have stayed quiet.

The words had been written in black marker.

No signature.

No return address.

Just a threat left beneath Talia’s apartment door.

She had called me shaking so badly I could barely understand her.

“Nash, I do not know who else to call.”

And I had gone.

I had not called Ghost first.

I had not called Priest.

I had not called Ivy to tell her why I might be late.

I had gone straight to Talia because some part of me had been waiting five years for her to need me again.

That was the part I did not want to name.

The part that had made Ivy’s voice smaller every time Talia called.

I leaned forward and covered my face with both hands.

I had not touched Talia the way I touched Ivy.

I had not kissed her.

I had not taken her to bed.

But I had held her hand across a diner table on my anniversary.

The truth sat heavy in my stomach.

I had known it was wrong before I ever saw the ring on the table.

I just had not wanted to face how wrong.

My phone buzzed again.

This time, I looked.

Talia: Are you home? I am sorry. I should not have called you tonight.

I stared at the message.

My thumb hovered over the screen.

For years, answering her had been automatic. She called, I showed up. She panicked, I calmed her down. She needed money, I found a way to send it. She said she was fine, and I heard the lie because I had made myself responsible for noticing it.

I had thought I was carrying Reyes’s memory.

Maybe I had only been carrying my own guilt.

I typed, I am home. Do not leave your apartment. I will have someone check the building in the morning.

Then I erased the message.

I set the phone on the table.

Talia was scared.

That was true.

Ivy was hurting because of me.

That was also true.

For once, I could not pretend one truth erased the other.

I did not sleep.

I lay on top of the covers in the master bedroom with the light off and my eyes open, staring at the ceiling. The room still smelled like Ivy’s shampoo. Her side of the bed was untouched. Her pillow rested against the headboard, the indentation gone from it because she had not slept there.

At four thirty, I got up.

The rain had slowed to a mist by the time I showered and dressed. I pulled on jeans, boots, and a plain black shirt. My cut stayed hanging on the chair.

I stood at the bedroom door for a long moment before walking downstairs.

The guest room door remained closed.

The workshop door remained locked.

I wanted to knock again.

I wanted to tell Ivy that I had made a mistake, that I could explain, that Talia had received a threat and Reyes’s name had been used to frighten her.

But I knew what explaining sounded like now.

Not truth.

Not accountability.

A way to make Ivy carry the weight of my choices without leaving.

I grabbed my keys and left for the clubhouse before dawn.

The Wraith Riders building sat at the edge of Cedar Hollow, beyond the repair shops and freight lots where the town gave way to highway. The garage doors were down, but lights burned inside the main bay. Two bikes were parked under the awning, rain still shining on their black frames.

I shut off my truck and sat there for a moment.

My phone showed three missed calls from Ghost.

I got out.

Inside, the clubhouse smelled like cold metal, old smoke, coffee, and engine oil. The familiar scents should have grounded me.

Instead, they made me think of Ivy.

She always said the garage smelled like a place where men came to fix machines because they had no idea what to do with anything that had a heartbeat.

Ghost stood near the workbench with a coffee in one hand and a folder in the other. He was broad shouldered, gray at the temples, and already wearing his cut over a dark shirt. His face gave away nothing.

Priest stood nearby, bent over a phone.

Ghost looked up when I came in.

“You look like hell.”

“Feel worse.”

“That about your wife?”

I paused.

Ghost’s eyes narrowed slightly.

He had known me long enough to notice when I was lying before I opened my mouth.

“It is personal,” I said.

“Personal does not disappear because the club has work.”

“I know.”

Ghost held my gaze.

“Then tell me you are clear.”

I should have said yes.

I should have shut down every question, kept Ivy’s pain private, and done what I had always done. Push it aside. Promise myself I would deal with it later. Handle the club first because the club never waited.

But I could still see her ring on the kitchen table.

“No,” I said.

Priest glanced up.

Ghost’s face did not change, but something in his posture did. A tightening. A warning.

“No?”

“My marriage is not right.”

“Not right how?”

I looked toward the closed garage doors.

“I missed our anniversary dinner.”

Ghost waited.

“That is all you are giving me?”

“For now.”

He stared at me long enough that I felt the old pressure building in my chest. The urge to defend myself. The urge to explain that I had not done anything physical, that Talia was grieving, that there had been a reason.

I swallowed it.

Ghost took a slow drink of coffee.

“Fine,” he said. “But you keep your head in this room. We have a driver sitting in a clinic because somebody wanted to make a point.”

He handed me the folder.

Inside were photographs of a Wraith Riders freight truck pulled over on a narrow stretch of road near the Talon Kings border. The windshield had been smashed. One tire had been slashed. There was blood on the driver’s side door.

I turned the page.

A picture of our driver, Mason, sitting on a
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