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The garage smelled like rain on hot metal, and Jake Walker was the last man standing in it.

Everyone else had gone. The bikes lined against the far wall sat quiet under a single hanging bulb, and the folding table where the club kept its ledgers, its plans, its business, had been wiped clean an hour ago by someone's rag, though not clean enough. Jake could still see the faint ring where a coffee cup had sat too long, right where Emily used to set her mug down when she came by after her shift and sat on the stool near the workbench, swinging her feet like she was twenty years younger than she was, watching him work.

He wasn't working now. He was standing over the table with both hands flat against the wood, staring at a page he had read four times already, hoping the words might rearrange themselves into something that didn't put her in danger. They didn't.

Mason Reed leaned in the doorway with his arms crossed, watching him the way you watch a man standing too close to a ledge.

"You gonna say something," Mason said, "or just keep reading it like it's gonna change." "It's not gonna change." "No. It's not."

Jake straightened up. His shoulders ached in a way that had nothing to do with the miles he'd put on his bike that week and everything to do with the weight of what he was holding back. He'd been holding it back for months now, a careful silence built one omission at a time, and he'd told himself every single time that it was to protect her. That was the story he'd been telling himself since the day he first understood what the club's books were really hiding.

He believed it less every day. "She found out," Mason said, not quite a question. "She's smart. She always finds out." "How did she end it?"

Jake didn't answer right away. He thought about the last time he'd seen Emily Carter's face, not soft the way it used to be when she looked at him across a diner booth or across a pillow, but drawn tight and pale, her eyes red-rimmed and furious in a way that had nothing to do with tears and everything to do with the particular fury of someone who had trusted a person completely and then watched that trust get handed back to her in pieces.

She had stood in his kitchen with a folder in her hands, the one she was never supposed to find, and she had not screamed at him. That was the part that stayed with him. She hadn't screamed. She had simply looked at him like she was memorizing something she never wanted to forget, and then she had said, very quietly, "You let me love you without telling me who you actually are," and she had walked out the door, and he had let her, because for the first time in his life Jake Walker hadn't known what to say that wouldn't have been another lie. "Yeah," he finally told Mason. "That's how she ended it."

Mason pushed off the doorframe and crossed the garage, boots loud against the concrete. He picked up the page Jake had been staring at and read it himself, his jaw working as he did.

"This is bigger than a broken heart, Jake," he said. "These are names. Dates. Money moving somewhere it shouldn't be moving. If the Reapers get their hands on proof this club's been dirty on a deal that involves them, they're not gonna come knock on the clubhouse door and ask nicely."

"I know what it means.""Does she?"

Jake looked at the page again, at the numbers that didn't add up unless you understood exactly what they were covering, and he thought of Emily somewhere across town in the apartment she'd found for herself, alone, believing she had walked away clean. Believing that leaving him meant leaving all of this behind too.

She had no idea what she'd uncovered when she found that folder. She only knew enough to be furious, not enough to be afraid. And Jake understood, standing in that garage with the smell of rain and grease and old coffee, that the second truth was going to come to find her whether he told her or not.

He'd spent his whole life being a man who solved problems with his hands. A fight, a debt, a rival club creeping too close to Iron Vipers territory. He knew how to handle all of that. What he didn't know how to handle was the particular kind of damage a person did just by staying quiet at the wrong moment, over and over, until quiet became its own kind of lie.

"I have to warn her," he said."She won't take your call."

"Then I'll go to her."

Mason set the page back down on the table, careful, like it might still change if he wasn't gentle with it. "And if she slams the door in your face?"

Jake thought about that. He thought about Emily's eyes, red and furious and still, underneath all of it, hurt in a way that meant she had loved him enough for the betrayal to matter. That was the thing about Emily Carter that had wrecked him from the first night he met her at a bar three towns over, laughing with her friends, utterly unimpressed by his cut and his bike and everything he thought made him formidable. She had never loved the outlaw. She had loved the man underneath it, the one who was honest with her in every way that mattered, until he wasn't.

"Then I'll stand on her porch until she opens it," Jake said. "Because whatever she thinks she's walking away from, it's not over. Not for her. Not for me."

Outside, thunder rolled somewhere over the hills beyond the clubhouse, low and unhurried, the kind of sound that meant the storm hadn't arrived yet but was already deciding where it wanted to land.

Jake didn't know yet how right that thought would turn out to be.

He folded the page, put it in his jacket, and walked out into the night to find her.
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​The Ledger Under the Floorboards
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Emily Carter had never planned on falling in love with a biker.

She was twenty-nine years old, worked as a physical therapist at a clinic on the east side of town, and had spent most of her adult life being the responsible one in every room she walked into. Her father used to joke that she'd been born holding a five-year plan, and there was some truth to that. She paid her bills early. She kept a spreadsheet of her savings goals. She dated men who wore button-down shirts to first dates and talked about their careers in a way that made her feel like she was being interviewed rather than courted, and she had told herself for years that this was simply what adult love looked like. Steady. Predictable. A little bit boring, if she was honest with herself, though she never let herself finish that thought all the way.

Then, on a Friday night in late spring, her friend Danielle had dragged her out to a bar on the edge of town, the kind of place with peanut shells on the floor and a jukebox that only played songs from before either of them was born, and Emily had been standing at the bar waiting for a drink she didn't really want when a man walked in wearing a leather cut with an iron viper stitched across the back, and something in her chest had simply stopped behaving the way it usually did.

His name was Jake Walker, and he was not what she expected a man like that to be.

She'd braced herself, the moment Danielle pointed him out and said, only half joking, "Don't," for the kind of man the leather usually announced. Loud. Performative. The sort of confidence that filled a room because it needed the room to notice it. Jake wasn't that. He'd ordered a whiskey neat, said please and thank you to the bartender like it cost him nothing to be decent, and when his eyes had found Emily's across the bar he hadn't done anything with the look except let it sit there, easy, unhurried, like he had all the time in the world and no interest in rushing her toward a decision she hadn't made yet.

He'd bought her a drink. She'd let him. They'd talked until the bar closed, about nothing important, her work, his bike, a book she was reading that he'd actually heard of, and by the end of the night she understood two things clearly. The first was that Jake Walker was the Vice President of a motorcycle club that everyone in three counties knew by reputation, a club that ran close enough to the edge of the law that most sensible people gave it a wide, respectful distance. The second was that she did not care.

That was six years ago now. Or it had been, until three weeks ago, when everything Emily thought she understood about the man she loved came apart on the floor of his bedroom with a metal box in her lap.

She thought about that night constantly now, replaying it the way you press on a bruise to check if it still hurts. It always did.

The apartment she'd found for herself sat on the third floor of a converted mill building downtown, exposed brick and tall windows that let in more light than she knew what to do with, and she had chosen it, if she was being honest with herself, because it was nothing like the house she'd shared with Jake. That house had been all dark wood and heavy furniture, a house built by men who valued permanence and privacy in equal measure. This apartment was airy and temporary feeling, easy to leave if she needed to leave it, and some part of her had known when she signed the lease that she was choosing a life she could walk away from quickly, because she had learned the hard way that the things you built with someone could turn out to be built on something rotten underneath.

She stood at her window now, three weeks into her new life, watching the streetlights flicker on along the block, and tried to remember what it had felt like to trust someone completely.

It hadn't happened overnight, that trust. Jake had earned it slowly, over months and then years, in a hundred small ways that had nothing to do with grand gestures and everything to do with showing up. He'd driven two hours in the rain once, without being asked, because she'd mentioned offhand that her car had broken down at her sister's place and she didn't want to bother anyone. He'd learned, without her ever explaining it directly, that she hated being interrupted when she was working through a problem out loud, and he'd sit across from her in comfortable silence while she talked herself in circles, never once telling her to just get to the point. He'd met her parents at Christmas two years ago, sat at their table in a sweater her mother had practically forced onto him, and charmed her father so thoroughly that the man had pulled Emily aside afterward and said, quietly, "I like him. I didn't expect to, but I do."

She had liked him too. She had loved him, deeply, in the unguarded way she'd never quite managed with anyone else, and that was precisely what made the betrayal cut as deep as it had. It wasn't just that Jake had kept something from her. It was that she had built her trust in him on a foundation she now understood had never been solid, not completely, not in the ways that mattered most.

She'd learned about the club slowly too, in the early years. Jake had never hidden what he was, not exactly. He'd told her on their third date, plainly, that the Iron Vipers weren't a weekend hobby club, that they ran businesses that existed in gray areas most people preferred not to think too hard about, that there were things about that life he would never be able to fully explain to someone standing outside it. She had appreciated the honesty of that conversation at the time. It had felt like exactly the kind of transparency she valued, a man laying his cards on the table before asking her to sit down and play.

What she hadn't understood, not fully, not until three weeks ago, was that there was a difference between what Jake told her and what Jake decided she was allowed to know. He'd been honest about the shape of his world. He had not been honest about its contents.

Emily turned away from the window and made herself a cup of tea she didn't really want, mostly because her hands needed something to do. Her sister Claire had been calling every few days, gently, carefully, the way you check in on someone recovering from surgery, and Emily had given her the broad strokes without the specifics. She'd said Jake had lied to her about something important. She had not said anything about ledgers or dead men or notes that read like instructions for a cover-up, because saying it out loud made it real in a way she wasn't ready for, and because some instinct she didn't fully understand told her it wasn't safe to say those things over the phone, even to her own sister.

That instinct scared her more than she let herself admit.

She thought about Daniel Reyes more than she expected to, given that she'd never met the man. She'd looked him up online in the days after she left, sitting on the floor of her new apartment surrounded by half-unpacked boxes, scrolling through a thin handful of news articles about a warehouse fire that had killed one person and been ruled accidental within a week, faster than these things usually got ruled anything. He'd been thirty-four. He'd had a wife, according to one article, and a young daughter, according to a photo buried in the comments of a local news page, a little girl with dark curly hair standing next to a man who was smiling in a way that suggested he had no idea his life was going to end in a fire that someone, somewhere, had known enough about to write a warning note about beforehand.

Handle it before Reyes talks. VP knows what's at stake.

She still had the words memorized. She hadn't taken pictures of the documents, hadn't taken anything from that box except the knowledge she now carried like a stone in her stomach, and some nights she regretted that, wondered if she should have documented what she'd found before she walked away, and other nights she was grateful she hadn't, because carrying proof of something like that felt like carrying a weapon she didn't know how to use safely.

She didn't know who Kessler was. She'd tried, once, in a moment of reckless curiosity, typing the name into a search engine along with "Iron Vipers," and had found nothing useful, just a dead end that left her feeling more exposed for having looked. She didn't try again after that. Some part of her understood, without being told, that there were doors in Jake's world that were dangerous to open from the outside, and she had already opened one by accident. She wasn't eager to open another.

Jake had called her eleven times in the first week after she left. She knew the exact number because she'd counted, staring at her phone each time his name lit up the screen, her thumb hovering over the decline button until the ringing stopped on its own. He'd sent two texts. The first, the night she left, had simply said I'm sorry. Please let me explain when you're ready. The second, four days later, had said I need to talk to you. It's not about us. Please call me back. She'd read that one a dozen times, turning the words over, wondering what he meant by not about us, wondering if it was a manipulation, a way of getting her to pick up the phone by dressing urgency up as something other than another apology, and in the end she had not called him back, because she didn't trust herself to hear his voice and stay strong in her resolve.

She missed him. That was the part she hated most, the part she didn't say out loud to Claire or to
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