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Chapter 1: The Woman at His Shoulder

	 

	 

	The first thing Savannah Cross noticed was not Lacey Monroe.

	It was the silence.

	Iron Saints men were never silent. Not before a ride. Not with engines lined up in the yard, chrome flashing under the hard morning sun, beer sweating in coolers nobody was supposed to touch until after the memorial, and old ladies moving between bikes with black ribbons pinned to their jackets.

	Usually there was noise. Rough laughter. Cursing. Boots on gravel. Someone yelling for a lighter. Someone else arguing about the route even though Savannah had printed it, checked it, and handed copies to Bishop at seven that morning.

	But when she stepped out of her car, the noise bent.

	Not stopped. That would have been too honest.

	It bent around her.

	Savannah stood beside her black sedan with her fingers still on the door handle. Her other hand tightened around the envelope she had brought from the garage office, the one with vendor checks Knox had forgotten to sign because lately her husband forgot anything that did not bleed, beg, or flatter him.

	Across the yard, Knox “Rider” Callahan stood near his bike.

	Her husband.

	Iron Saints vice president.

	Future president, if the club kept pretending pride was the same thing as leadership.

	He wore his cut over a dark shirt, tattooed arms folded, jaw hard beneath a week of black stubble. He looked like the kind of man a woman should not challenge in public.

	Savannah had challenged him in worse places than public.

	She had held pressure on his ribs when a broken bottle nearly opened him from side to spine. She had scrubbed blood out of the bathroom grout while he sat on the toilet shaking and pretending he was not. She had lied to cops with his hand crushing hers under the table. She had built clean books around dirty men and kept the Iron Saints’ legitimate businesses breathing when half the club thought invoices were something women invented to ruin fun.

	She knew every scar on Knox Callahan’s body.

	That was why she noticed when he flinched.

	Not much. Just a small tightening around his mouth when he saw her.

	Guilt had a smell. Savannah had lived with bikers long enough to know it. It smelled like old smoke, fast excuses, and men looking away too late.

	“Sav.”

	Knox pushed off his bike.

	She did not move toward him. Her heels stayed planted in the gravel, polished black boots beside the dust thrown up by men who called themselves brothers and forgot what that word cost women.

	“Morning,” she said.

	His eyes went to the envelope first.

	Of course they did.

	“What’s that?”

	“Checks. You remember checks, right? Those little papers that keep the garage from getting sued.”

	A few men nearby laughed under their breath, then stopped when Knox glanced over.

	Savannah watched that too. The control. The fear. The habit of obeying him.

	Then she saw the woman at his shoulder.

	Lacey Monroe stood close enough to Knox that any stranger would have thought she belonged there.

	Not beside the widows’ table. Not near the women tying ribbons. Not tucked with the old ladies where pity usually placed her like a fragile cup nobody wanted to drop.

	No.

	She stood beside Knox’s bike with her hand on the back of his seat.

	Savannah knew that seat. She had ridden behind him through storms, funerals, victory runs, and nights when the wind had slapped tears out of her eyes before Knox could see them. That seat had been hers before she learned a wife could lose a place without anyone officially taking it.

	Lacey smiled.

	Small. Careful. Almost shy.

	It was a clever smile. The kind that asked everyone to protect it.

	“Savannah,” Lacey said.

	Not Mrs. Callahan. Not Sav. Not even the warm, fake “honey” she used with women who could not help her.

	Just Savannah.

	Savannah looked at her face, then at the black flannel visible beneath Lacey’s half-zipped jacket.

	Her chest went still.

	She knew that shirt.

	Knox’s old one. Soft from too many washes. One cuff torn because Savannah had caught it on a drawer pull in the kitchen three years ago. She had offered to throw it away, and Knox had taken it from her hands, laughing.

	“Leave it,” he had said, kissing her knuckles. “Looks better ruined by you.”

	Now Lacey wore it like warmth.

	Like proof.

	Like a woman wrapped in something that had never been offered to her in public, because if it had been offered, people would have known what it meant.

	Savannah’s fingers tightened around the envelope until the paper bent.

	Knox saw her see it.

	There. That was the second thing.

	His guilt did not come after the shirt.

	It came before she said a word.

	“Lacey was cold,” he said.

	Savannah looked at him.

	The yard turned quieter again.

	Someone coughed near the bikes. Bishop, the club president, stopped talking to Vance Booth near the porch. Mira Cross, one of the old ladies, stared hard at the ribbon in her hands like black satin had suddenly become fascinating.

	Savannah let the silence grow teeth.

	“She was cold,” she repeated.

	Knox’s jaw shifted. “It’s a memorial ride.”

	“That explains the dead brother patch on her vest.” Savannah’s voice stayed soft. “Not my husband’s shirt.”

	Lacey’s eyes glassed instantly.

	Too fast.

	“I didn’t mean anything by it,” she whispered.

	Savannah almost laughed. Not because it was funny. Because that sentence had carried more women across more lines than any apology ever built.

	I didn’t mean anything by it.

	Then why wear it?

	Why stand there?

	Why put your hand on his bike like you were waiting for him to turn and lift you onto it?

	Knox took one step closer to Savannah. “Don’t do this here.”

	That did make her laugh. Just once. A dry sound that cut through the yard and made Lacey blink.

	“Here?” Savannah asked. “You mean in front of the club?”

	His eyes darkened. “Sav.”

	“No. Say what you mean.” She held the envelope against his chest. He did not take it, so she let it stay there between them. “You mean don’t embarrass you in front of the men who are already pretending they didn’t notice.”

	Nobody moved.

	A bike ticked as it cooled in the sun.

	Knox lowered his voice. “You’re reading this wrong.”

	Savannah looked past him at Lacey.

	The woman’s hand had left Knox’s seat now. Smart. Late, but smart.

	“Am I?”

	“Yeah,” Knox said. “You are.”

	Savannah returned her eyes to him.

	There had been a time she could read that face and find her husband under the biker. The man who brought her coffee bitter because he forgot sugar but remembered she liked the mug warmed. The man who slept with one hand on her hip like the world might steal her if he let go. The man who once drove six hours in the rain because she called from a busted roadside motel and said she was scared.

	That man had not vanished all at once.

	That was the cruel part.

	He was still standing there. Same mouth. Same hands. Same scar through his left brow from a fight he won and never bragged about because Savannah had stitched the skin while crying angry tears over his stupidity.

	But now he looked at her like she was the problem in a scene he had created.

	“Give me the checks,” he said.

	She pushed the envelope harder into his chest. This time he caught it.

	Their fingers touched.

	Savannah hated that her body remembered him before her pride could stop it.

	Heat. History. Habit.

	Then she saw Lacey watching their hands.

	Not ashamed.

	Measuring.

	Savannah pulled back.

	“Ride starts in twenty,” Bishop called from the porch, voice rough enough to pretend nothing had happened. “Everybody ready up.”

	The yard exhaled like men released from a sentence.

	Boots scraped. Engines coughed awake. The moment tried to bury itself under noise.

	Savannah did not let it.

	“Who is she riding with?” she asked.

	Knox went still.

	Lacey’s lips parted.

	Bishop’s head turned.

	There it was again. Silence hiding inside sound.

	Savannah smiled without warmth. “Simple question.”

	Knox’s hand curled around the envelope. “She’s not riding.”

	Lacey looked at him sharply, and that small, wounded mask slipped for half a second.

	Not riding.

	So she had expected to.

	Savannah saw it. Knox saw Savannah see it.

	That was the third thing.

	The lie did not need words. It stood between them wearing his shirt.

	Savannah nodded once, like a woman receiving a business update instead of watching her marriage rot in daylight.

	“Good,” she said.

	Knox’s face tightened. “Savannah.”

	She stepped close enough that only he could hear her next words.

	“Do not say my name like you still know what it means.”

	His breath caught. Barely.

	Good.

	She moved past him before he could answer, walking toward the registration table where the route list waited under a paperweight shaped like an engine piston. The old ladies parted for her. Not with respect. Not exactly.

	With fear.

	Savannah picked up the clipboard and checked the ride order because somebody still had to keep the day from falling apart. That had always been her job. Men broke things. Savannah made sure the bills got paid afterward.

	But her hands were colder now.

	Across the yard, Knox stood beside his bike with Lacey a few feet away and every brother pretending they had not watched a wife find another woman wearing her husband’s skin.

	Savannah marked the first group clear.

	Then the second.

	Then the third.

	By the time Knox’s engine roared alive, she understood one thing with perfect clarity.

	The humiliation had not started today.

	Today was only the first time they had failed to hide it from her.

	 

	 


Chapter 2: The Shirt in the Laundry Room

	 

	Savannah did not ride.

	She stayed behind and worked.

	That was the part no one ever wrote songs about. Men rode out in formation, engines shaking the road, black cuts catching sunlight like armor. Women stayed back and made sure the memorial food was covered, the vendors were paid, the permits were filed, the drunk ones did not start fights before the widows finished crying.

	Savannah sat in the garage office with the door half open and the blinds tilted just enough to see the yard.

	Lacey had not ridden either.

	She sat on the clubhouse porch with a paper cup between both hands, still wearing Knox’s shirt under her jacket.

	Cold.

	Savannah wrote the word on a sticky note and stared at it until the ink blurred.

	Cold did not make a woman stand at another woman’s husband’s shoulder.

	Cold did not make a woman watch a wife’s hand touch her husband’s and look jealous.

	Cold did not explain Knox’s face.

	By late afternoon, the riders returned in a wave of thunder. Savannah stayed in the office, matching receipts to the garage expense folder. She did not go out to greet Knox. She did not stand where a wife should stand.

	Let someone else keep his place warm.

	The thought landed sharp enough to hurt.

	She opened the next folder.

	Fuel receipts. Parts invoice. Bar supply order. Towing payment. Hotel charge.

	Savannah stopped.

	The receipt was folded twice and tucked behind a supplier invoice from Dugan Auto Parts. It was not stapled. Not logged properly. Not coded under travel, emergency lodging, or road expenses.

	Just hidden.

	Savannah unfolded it slowly.

	One room. One night. Paid from the Iron Saints garage operating card.

	The date punched the breath out of her.

	Three weeks ago.

	The same night Knox had told her a supplier meeting ran late outside Dayton. The same night she had eaten reheated soup alone at the kitchen counter because she refused to waste the dinner she had cooked. The same night he came home after two in the morning, smelling like rain and smoke, and kissed the top of her head like he was tired.

	Not guilty.

	Tired.

	Savannah pressed her thumb against the receipt until the paper creased.

	A laugh sounded outside the office.

	Lacey.

	Soft, breathy, careful. The kind of laugh that made men feel large for earning it.

	Savannah stood.

	She did not remember crossing the clubhouse. She remembered faces turning. She remembered Mira’s mouth parting and then closing. She remembered Vance Booth stepping out of her way without being asked.

	Knox was at the bar with Bishop, one hand curled around a beer he had not earned. His eyes found hers, then dropped to the paper in her hand.

	Good.

	He knew.

	Savannah kept walking past him.

	“Sav,” he said.

	She did not stop.

	She walked through the side hall, through the storage room, and into the small laundry room behind the clubhouse kitchen. The dryer hummed. Someone had dumped a pile of black shirts into a basket and left them half folded.

	Knox followed her in and shut the door.

	The sound of it closing was too intimate.

	Savannah turned.

	He filled the room the way he filled every room, shoulders broad, cut still on, beard rough, eyes hard enough to scare men who owed him money.

	He had used that hardness on everyone but her once.

	Now he aimed it at her like she was something to manage.

	“What the hell are you doing?” he asked.

	Savannah held up the receipt.

	Knox’s jaw locked.

	“Tell me what it is.”

	His gaze did not leave the paper. “A receipt.”

	“Don’t insult me. I balance your books.”

	He ran a hand over his mouth. “It was club business.”

	“Then why was it hidden behind an auto parts invoice?”

	“Because not every damn thing needs your hands on it.”

	There it was.

	The first stupid move.

	Savannah smiled, and Knox’s face changed because he knew her smile was worse than shouting.

	“My hands?” she asked.

	“Savannah.”

	“No, go ahead. Talk to me like I’m one of the prospects you can scare into forgetting how numbers work.”

	He took one step closer. “Lower your voice.”

	She laughed once. “You brought another woman into my marriage and charged the room to an account I reconcile. Do not stand in front of me and ask for manners.”

	Something flickered in his eyes. Anger, fear, guilt. All of it fighting for space.

	“It wasn’t like that.”

	Savannah stared at him.

	Behind him, in the basket, a black flannel sleeve hung over the edge.

	The torn cuff.

	Her chest tightened so fast she almost hated herself for it.

	She moved around Knox and pulled the shirt from the basket.

	He went still.

	The laundry room seemed to shrink.

	Savannah brought the shirt to her face, and the smell hit before she wanted it to.

	Not detergent.

	Not motor oil.

	Not Knox.

	Lacey’s perfume.

	Sweet. Powdery. Soft enough to pretend innocence and strong enough to mark territory.

	Savannah closed her eyes.

	For one ugly second, memory attacked her.

	Knox in that shirt on a winter morning, bare feet in their kitchen, stealing bacon from the pan while she threatened him with the spatula.

	Knox in that shirt the night her mother died, sitting on the bathroom floor outside the shower because Savannah could not stop crying and did not want to be touched.

	Knox wearing it open over his chest after she stitched his shoulder, saying, “You’re mean when you’re scared, baby.”

	Savannah opened her eyes.

	The shirt was no longer memory.

	It was evidence.

	She looked at him. “Did she sleep in this?”

	Knox’s throat worked.

	That was an answer.

	Savannah nodded slowly. “Did you give it to her?”

	“Sav.”

	“Did you give my husband’s shirt to her?”

	He flinched at that. “It’s a shirt.”

	“No.” Her voice cracked, and she
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