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​The Water Takes What It Wants

Rain came down like it had a grudge against the desert. Caleb felt it through his jacket, cold needles finding every gap in the leather, and somewhere under his ribs a feeling sat that he did not like. Not yet fear. Just a low hum, the kind a man learns to trust after enough years on bad roads.

The wash had filled fast. Too fast. An hour ago this was dry sand and creosote bush, the kind of nothing stretch you'd cross without a second thought. Now it was brown water moving with weight behind it, carrying branches and a torn fence post and, somewhere in the middle of all that motion, a truck on its side with a driver trapped inside the cab.

Headlamps cut through the rain in long white blades. Engines idled along the bank, half the club lined up with the rescue rig, winch cable already paid out and biting into the dark water. Caleb stood at the edge with the line in his gloved hands, feeling the current pull against it, testing it the way he tested everything, slow and careful, the way that kept people alive on a road that did not care if they lived.

"Talk to me, Sundown," Loretta called from beside the truck. Rain plastered her hair to her skull. Her voice cut clean through the noise, the way it always did, the voice of a woman who had spent half her life shouting over engines and weather. "What's the line telling you?"

"Telling me it doesn't like this water," Caleb said.

He kept his eyes on the cable where it disappeared into the brown current. There was a sound in it now, a low groan under the strain, and his gut did not like that sound either. He had pulled enough wrecks out of enough washes to know the difference between a line working hard and a line about to fail, and right now he could not tell which one this was.

"She's coming up too fast," he said, to no one, to himself, to the rain.

Junie was already moving past him before he could grab her arm. Nineteen years old and built like she'd never once considered her own size a limitation, she went down the bank in three strides and into the water without a flicker of hesitation on her face. The current took her up to her thighs immediately, then her waist.

"Junie, wait," Caleb said, but the wind ate half of it.

"Got eyes on the driver," Junie called back, already wading toward the truck. "He's conscious. Pinned at the legs, looks like. I can get the strap on him."

Loretta crouched at the bank's edge, both hands cupped around her mouth. "Junie, you're golden, just clip the driver and we pull. You hear me, baby girl?"

Junie turned half around, grinning through the rain like the whole thing was nothing, like the water wasn't already past her hips and pulling harder by the second. "I was born golden, Lo," she shouted back, and there was so much life in it, so much easy joy, that for one second Caleb almost laughed despite the dread sitting cold in his stomach.

He looked down at his own hands on the cable. Sure hands. Steady hands. He had used them to pull eleven people out of wrecks on this stretch of highway over the years, and not one of them had gone wrong on his watch. But his gut was talking now, loud, and his gut had never once been a liar.

The radio at his hip crackled. Roz's voice came through broken by static and distance, fifty miles out on another call, working a jackknifed rig with two members on the far side of the county.

"Status on the wash recovery," she said. Even chopped by interference, her voice had that same flat calm she carried into everything, the voice that made grown bikers stand a little straighter.

"Working it," Caleb said into the radio, throat tight. "Water's higher than the call said. Junie's in, going for the driver."

"Copy. Watch that current, Sundown. I don't like the sound of higher than the call said."

"Neither do I," he said, but she had already lost signal, her voice dissolving into static and rain.

He set his jaw and turned back to the water. Della stood near the truck with the spotlight, sweeping it across the surface, and in that white beam Caleb watched Junie reach the driver's window, watched her brace one boot against the door frame and haul it open against the pressure of the flood.

"Got him," Junie shouted. "Strap's on. Pull when ready."

Caleb signaled the winch operator, felt the cable go taut in his hands, felt the whole rig lean into the work of dragging two hundred pounds of frightened rancher and his truck out of moving water. The cable groaned again, louder this time, a sound like something deep in its core complaining.

That was when the water surged.

It came up the wash all at once, a wall pushed by rain falling somewhere higher in the hills, and it hit the truck and hit Junie at the same moment. Caleb felt the load on the line jump in his hands, violent and wrong, and for four full seconds his whole body locked.

He would never be able to explain those four seconds to anyone. Not to Roz. Not to himself. They were not fear exactly. They were his hands and his mind doing the math they had been trained to do, reading the strain, reading the angle, reading whether pulling now would save the line or snap it and take everyone with it. Four seconds. An eternity. A heartbeat.

"Pull," he finally screamed. "Pull her now."

The winch screamed with him, metal straining, and the truck lurched free of the current's grip, the rancher inside it howling as the cab tipped and dragged across rock. But the surge had already done what surges do. It had already found Junie.

Caleb saw her hand go up out of the brown water, just her hand, fingers spread, reaching for nothing because there was nothing there to grab. Then the current folded over her and she was gone, swallowed whole by water the color of old rust.

"Junie," Caleb shouted. His voice tore on the second syllable. "Junie!"

Loretta was already in the water before anyone could stop her, wading out past her knees, past her waist, screaming Junie's name into the dark with a kind of desperation that had no calculation left in it at all. Dane grabbed her from behind before the current could take her too, hauled her back toward the bank while she fought him with both fists, screaming, soaked, mindless with terror.

"Let me go, let me go, she's right there, I can see her, let me go."

"There's nothing to see, Lo," Dane said, voice breaking even as he held her. "There's nothing there."

Caleb was already moving, cable still wrapped around one fist, wading into water that pulled at his boots like it had hands of its own. Della's spotlight swept the surface in frantic arcs, catching nothing but rain and foam and the dark shapes of debris churning past. He searched until his legs went numb. He searched until Dane and Hutch dragged him bodily back to the bank, both of them soaked through, both of them shouting things he couldn't process because his whole mind had narrowed down to one single useless question.

"Where is she," he said. Not a question. A prayer breaking apart in his mouth. "Where is she. Somebody tell me where she is."

Nobody answered. Nobody could.

They worked the search for two more hours, headlamps and spotlights raking the water until the rain finally thinned to drizzle and the flood began, cruelly, to recede, leaving behind mud and wreckage and a stretch of wash gone quiet and ordinary again, as if it had not just taken a nineteen year old girl who laughed like she owned the whole night.

They did not find her.

Caleb sat on the tailgate of the rescue rig as the sky began to lighten, gray bleeding slowly into the black. He looked down at his own hands, still in their wet gloves, and they did not feel like his hands anymore. They felt like something he had borrowed and broken and would now have to return.

The drive back to the clubhouse took an hour he did not remember living through. When he walked into the garage the lights were already on, harsh and fluorescent, and the place felt wrong in the particular way a building feels wrong when everyone in it is grieving and nobody has said the word out loud yet.

He sat down on the cold concrete with his back against the toolbox because his legs would not carry him any farther. He peeled off his soaked gloves and set them beside him, and then he looked at his bare hands, turning them over slowly, like he was checking them for something he could not name.

That was where Roz found him.

She came through the garage door still in her riding gear, helmet under one arm, mud splattered up one leg from the other call. She had heard most of it over a relayed radio transmission on the ride back, the words drowned and gone and Junie not coming up, and she had ridden the last fifty miles faster than she should have, faster than was safe, because some part of her had needed to see Caleb's face to believe any of it was real.

She crossed the garage floor without a word and knelt down in the puddle of water and oil at his feet, not caring about her jeans, not caring about anything except getting close enough to put her hands on him. She pulled his head against her chest, one hand cradling the back of his skull, and felt him grip the front of her cut with both fists like a man holding the only solid thing left in a world gone liquid.

"I'm here," she said quietly, into his hair. "I'm here, Sundown. I'm here."

"I had her," Caleb said, voice raw and wrecked. "I had the line in my hands and I had her and then I didn't."

"You did everything right."

"Did I?" He pulled back just far enough to look at her, eyes red-rimmed, face gray with cold and shock. "I don't even know anymore, Roz. I keep playing it back and I can't tell. I can't tell what I did. I can't tell what I didn't do fast enough."

"Stay with me," Roz said, low and fierce, cupping his jaw in both hands now, forcing his eyes to hold on hers. "Stay with me. Don't you go where she went. Do you hear me. I need you here. I need you right here with me."

"I already did," he said, and something in his voice broke clean through, a sound she had never heard him make before. "I think part of me already went in after her and never came back out."

She held him then, just held him, rocking slightly on her knees in the cold puddle, his breath shuddering against her collarbone in ragged pulls. Around them the garage was full of quiet, broken people, Hutch sitting against a far wall with his knees pulled to his chest, Dane standing with his arms crossed and his jaw clenched so hard it looked like it might crack.

It was Loretta who broke the silence.

She stood in the garage doorway, still soaked from the wash, hair plastered flat, mascara long since gone to gray streaks down her face. She did not come closer. She stood in the threshold with the gray morning light behind her, and when she spoke her voice was flat in a way that frightened Roz more than screaming would have.

"He cut the line too early, Roz," Loretta said. "I watched him do it."

The whole garage went still. Caleb lifted his head off Roz's chest like he'd been struck.

"Lo," he started.

"I watched it," Loretta said again, louder this time, each word landing like a stone dropped into water. "I was right there. I saw the surge come and I saw you freeze, and then I saw you cut it too late, too early, I don't even know anymore, but I know I watched a girl who trusted you with her life go under water while you stood there deciding."

"That's not what happened," Caleb said. His voice cracked down the middle. "Loretta, that is not what happened."

"Then tell me what did," Loretta said. "Tell me right now, in front of everyone, exactly what happened on that line."

Caleb opened his mouth and nothing came out. Not because there was no answer. Because the true answer had four seconds buried inside it that he could not yet bring himself to say out loud, not to Loretta, not to the room, not even, not yet, to the woman holding him on the garage floor.

Roz felt his body go rigid against her, felt the silence stretch out too long and too dangerous, and somewhere underneath her grief a colder, sharper part of her, the part that had worn the President's patch for three years, understood with sudden clarity that the night had not finished taking things from her.

It had only just begun.

She rose slowly to her feet, pulling Caleb up with her by the hand, and faced Loretta across the wet concrete floor. Two women who had patched in together, who had bled for the same club, who had once sworn this family would never eat its own. Roz did not raise her voice. She did not need to.

"We just lost Junie," Roz said. "We are not doing this here. Not over her body, before we've even found it."

"Somebody has to say it," Loretta said, and for the first time her flat composure cracked, just slightly, just enough to show the grief underneath the accusation. "Somebody has to ask why she's gone and he's standing right here breathing."

"And we will ask," Roz said. "Every question. I promise you that. But not tonight. Not like this."

Loretta held her eyes for a long moment, and in that moment Roz saw something pass behind her oldest friend's face, something that was not quite hatred and not quite grief but some terrible mixture of the two, looking for somewhere to land. Then Loretta turned and walked back out into the gray morning without another word, leaving the door swinging behind her.

Caleb sank back down against the toolbox, and Roz went down with him, wrapping both arms around him in the cold and the quiet, while somewhere far out past the salvage yard the desert sun came up over a wash that had taken what it wanted and given nothing back.

Nobody in that garage slept that morning. Nobody spoke much either. The rain had stopped sometime before dawn, and now there was only the slow, terrible business of waiting for a search team to come back with news nobody wanted to hear, and the small, private knowledge, held only by Caleb, of four seconds he had not yet found the courage to name.
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​The Bylaw Nobody Wanted to Read

Three days after the wash took Junie, the club still had not found her. Search teams worked the flood plain from dawn until the heat got too brutal to stand, walking the banks, dragging the deeper pools, finding nothing but mud and debris and a sick kind of silence that followed everyone home each night.

Father called a meeting at the clubhouse on the third evening. Not the kind with beer and noise. The kind where everyone already knew, the moment they walked in and saw his face, that something worse than grief was waiting for them.

He carried a leather book down from the office upstairs, the cover cracked and salt-stained from decades of desert air, and set it on the bar with both hands like it weighed more than its size. Roz sat at the end of the bar with her hands folded in her lap, out of sight, because she did not trust them to stay still.

"This is the founding book," Father said. "Most of you have never seen it open. I haven't opened it myself in eleven years."

Loretta stood near the door with her arms crossed, jaw set, eyes red-rimmed from three days of crying and not sleeping. Dane stood beside her, close enough that the room read it immediately as a pairing, though nobody had asked him to choose anything yet.

"Why now," Roz said. Her voice came out steady. Underneath the bar, her fingers had gone white where they gripped each other.

"Because of what you're about to hear," Father said. "And because I think you already know what's coming, even if you don't want to."

He opened the book to a page marked with a strip of old leather, the spine cracking as it folded back. He cleared his throat, and Roz watched the old man's hands shake slightly as he smoothed the page flat.

"This is called the Reckoning," Father said. "Written by the first six women who founded this club, after they buried husbands they believed had been led into death by bad leadership. I'll read it plain. If a member dies and the membership believes that death came from a failure in leadership, not bad luck, not the road, but a failure of judgment from whoever holds the gavel, the membership can call for a vote. Full accounting. Every member testifies. At the end, the club votes whether the President keeps her seat or surrenders it to the next bloodline in line."

Nobody spoke. Somewhere behind the bar, ice shifted in a cooler, the only sound in the whole room.

"We wrote this so a bad leader couldn't bury her dead and keep her gavel," Father said, and his voice cracked slightly on the last word. "We never thought we'd point it at one of our own girls."

Roz felt the floor tilt slightly under her even though she had not moved. She kept her face still. She had learned a long time ago how to keep her face still while everything underneath it came apart, and she used that skill now, holding Father's eyes, holding the room.

"And the next bloodline," Roz said quietly, "is Loretta."

"It is," Father said.

Every head in the room turned, slow, like a tide pulling in one direction. Loretta did not flinch. She stood up straighter instead, pushing off the wall, and crossed the floor until she stood close enough to the bar that the lamp light caught the hollows under her eyes.

"I'm calling it," she said. "Full moon run. Six weeks. The club votes."

"Lo," Roz said.

"Don't," Loretta said. "Don't say my name like that. Like I'm doing something cruel. I watched a girl I loved go under water because of a decision somebody made on that line, and you want me to just bury her and say nothing?"

"You're putting a girl's drowning on trial," Roz said.

"I'm putting it on someone," Loretta said, and her voice broke open for the first time, raw underneath the anger. "I'm done pretending the water just decided. The water doesn't make choices, Roz. People do. I need to know who made that one."

Roz looked around the room slowly, at faces she had known for years, faces that had stood behind her through worse roads than this one. Hutch sat near the back with his knees bouncing, refusing to meet anyone's eyes. Dane's jaw was set hard enough to ache. Della stood near the radio bench with her arms wrapped around herself like she was cold despite the desert heat still trapped in the building.

"Six weeks," Father said again, quieter now, closing the book gently like it had become something fragile. "That's the clock. I'm sorry, Roz. I am. But the book doesn't care what I'm sorry about."

Roz stood up from the bar stool, smoothing her jeans with hands that had finally stopped shaking, because there was nothing left to do now but be a President. "Then we'll do it right," she said. "Every testimony. Every account. Nobody railroaded, nobody protected. If the club decides I failed her, I'll hand over the gavel myself."

Loretta's eyes flickered, something in them softening for half a second before the grief slammed back down over it. "I don't want to do this to you," she said, almost too quiet for the room to catch. "I just don't know how else to do right by her."

"I know," Roz said. "That's the worst part, Lo. I know."

Roz climbed the stairs to her room above the bar an hour later, after the meeting broke apart into small, murmuring clusters of members who did not know where to stand anymore. Her legs felt heavier with every step. By the time she reached her door, her hands had started shaking again, the kind of shake that came after a body had spent hours holding itself together for other people.

Caleb was already there, sitting on the edge of her bed with his elbows on his knees, staring at the floor like the answer to something might be written into the wood grain. He looked up when she came in, and the sight of him, hollowed out and pale, nearly undid her composure completely.

"You heard," she said.

"Della told me," he said. "Six weeks."

Roz crossed the room and sat down beside him, close enough that their shoulders touched. For a long moment neither of them spoke. The lamp on the nightstand threw a small circle of yellow light across the floor, and outside the window the desert had gone full dark, stars scattered thick over the salt flats.

"I need to ask you something," Roz said finally. "And I need you to tell me the truth, even if the truth is ugly. Especially if it's ugly."

Caleb turned to look at her, and something in his face went very careful, very guarded, the way a man's face goes when he's about to walk a line he's not sure he can hold.

"Ask me," he said.

"What happened on that cable," Roz said. "All of it. Not the version you gave Father. Not the version for the room. The real one."

Caleb was quiet long enough that Roz felt her chest tighten. "I had the line in my hands," he said slowly. "I felt the surge coming before it hit. I called the pull the second I could call it."

"The second you could," Roz said. "Or the second you did?"

His eyes flicked to hers, sharp, startled, like she'd caught something he hadn't meant to leave exposed. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means I know you, Sundown," Roz said, voice low. "And I know when you're giving me a true thing wrapped around a missing piece."

He didn't answer that. Instead he reached up and cupped her jaw with one hand, thumb brushing along her cheekbone, and for a moment the careful guard on his face cracked into something softer, something aching. Roz felt her own resolve waver under that touch, the way it always did, the way it had since the first night he'd looked at her like she was the only fixed point in a moving world.

"Tell me you didn't do anything wrong," she said, voice dropping, lips nearly against his now.

"I'm telling you I'd do anything for you," Caleb said. "Don't ask me which question I'm answering."

Then he kissed her, and it started soft, an apology folded into the press of his mouth against hers, the kind of kiss meant to comfort rather than ignite. But comfort never lasted long between them. Roz's hands found his jaw, then the back of his neck, fingers threading up into his hair, and he made a low sound against her mouth and pulled her closer, the kiss turning hungry, turning desperate, like he was trying to pour everything he could not say into the only language left available to him.

She felt the gap in his story the whole time, even as her body answered his without hesitation, even as his hands slid down her spine and pulled her flush against him. It sat there underneath the heat like a missing stair in a familiar staircase, the kind you don't see until your foot goes through empty space and your whole body lurches with the shock of it.

He broke the kiss first, breathing hard, forehead pressed to hers. His hand stalled against her jaw, thumb stilling completely.

"Whatever they decide about me," he said, voice rough, "you don't go down with it. You hear me? I won't let this cost you the gavel, Roz. I won't let it cost you anything."

"That's not your decision to make," she said softly.

"It's the only one I've got left," Caleb said, and there was something so raw in his voice that Roz didn't push further that night, even though every instinct in her told her the missing piece was still sitting there, unspoken, waiting to come due.

They lay tangled together afterward in the narrow bed, her head on his chest, his fingers tracing slow lines along her shoulder. Neither of them slept much. Somewhere outside, the desert wind picked up and rattled the loose window screen, and Roz lay awake listening to it, counting the six weeks down in her head like a fuse already lit.

The clubhouse gathered the following evening for the first formal accounting, the floor cleared of tables and chairs, members standing in a loose half circle around the radio bench where Della waited with the recovered logs.

Roz stood at the front near Father, who held the leather book again, this time closed, resting on the bar like a quiet threat. Loretta stood across the room with Dane close beside her, arms folded, both of them wearing the same flat, grim expression. Hutch hovered near the back wall, looking like he wanted to disappear into it.

"We start with the record," Father said. "Della, play it."

Della pressed a button on the old radio unit, and the room filled with the crackle and hiss of that night's transmissions, voices overlapping, rain hammering the line, Caleb's voice calling out coordinates, Loretta's voice calling Junie golden. Then, at the worst possible second, right where the surge had hit, the recording cut to dead static.

Della let it play through eight full seconds of silence before the transmission picked back up with Caleb's voice screaming Junie's name.

"There's eight seconds missing," Della said quietly, setting the recorder down like it had burned her hand. "Right where it matters most. I don't know if it's equipment failure or the storm interference. I've checked it three times. It's just gone."

The room went very still. Roz felt every eye in the building swing toward Caleb, who stood near the wall with his hands jammed in his jacket pockets, jaw tight, saying nothing.

"Convenient," Dane said, low.

"Don't," Roz said.

"I didn't say anything," Dane said, raising both hands, though his eyes stayed locked on Caleb the whole time. "I just said it's convenient. Eight seconds missing, right at the part that decides whether a man's hands are clean."

Hutch shifted against the back wall, looking miserable, looking like a kid caught between two parents mid-divorce. "I don't want to pick," he said, voice cracking. "Junie wouldn't want us picking. She'd hate this. All of it."

"Junie doesn't get to want anything anymore," Dane said, and his voice had gone flat and brutal in a way that made several people in the room flinch. "That's the whole point, kid. She doesn't get a vote. The rest of us do."

"That's enough," Roz said, stepping forward, her voice carrying the particular weight she only used when she needed the whole room to hear it. "We are not turning this into a pile-on before a single fact has been established. Eight seconds of dead air is not a confession. It's a gap. We fill gaps with evidence, not assumptions."

"And if there's no evidence to fill it with?" Loretta said, speaking for the first time since the recording ended. Her voice was quieter than Dane's, but it cut deeper. "What then, Roz? We just shrug and bury her and move on like nothing's missing?"

"No," Roz said. "We keep asking until we find the truth. However long that takes."

She looked around the room slowly as she said it, taking in every face, every choice already being made silently in the way
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