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PROLOGUE

	The gavel came down before I got the chance to say a single word in my own defense.

	I remember the sound of it more than I remember anything else about that night — a flat, final crack against the scarred wood of the church table, echoing off cinderblock walls that had heard forty years of Iron Reapers business and never once, as far as I knew, heard a table vote to strip an old lady of her cut in front of the whole charter.

	"Talia Reyes." Deacon Voss read my name off a printed sheet like he was reading a grocery list, like the woman standing in the middle of that clubhouse floor hadn't spent six years bleeding loyalty into this club with her own two hands. "Found in possession of manifest records tying her directly to the Baker's Ferry shipment. Fingerprints confirmed on three separate documents recovered from the missing cargo."

	"I never touched those documents." My voice came out steadier than I felt, though my hands, laced tight in front of me, were shaking hard enough that I had to dig my nails into my own palms to keep them still. "Somebody put my prints on paper I never held, Deacon. You know that's possible. You've done inventory in this clubhouse as long as I have."

	"The evidence says otherwise, Talia."

	"The evidence is wrong." I looked past him then, past the whole ring of patched men standing shoulder to shoulder around that table, looking for the one face in the room I actually needed to see it in. "Ryder. Look at me. You know me. Six years, Ryder. Look at me and tell this table you believe I'd do this."

	He was standing at the head of the table in his president's chair, the same chair his father had sat in for twenty years before a heart attack took him during a run through the coastal switchbacks, and for one terrible, suspended second, I watched my husband — the man whose name I'd worn like armor since I was twenty-two years old — actually consider it. I watched him weigh me the way you'd weigh a stranger, and I understood, standing there in the middle of that circle with my whole life unraveling around me, that considering it at all was already the answer.

	"Ryder." I said his name again, softer, pleading now in a way I'd sworn to myself years earlier I would never let this club see me do. "Please."

	He didn't answer right away. That silence stretched long enough that Deacon Voss cleared his throat, impatient, glancing around the table like he was gathering votes with his eyes before anybody's mouth had to commit to one.

	"The table's already seen the evidence," Ryder said finally, and his voice had none of the warmth I'd fallen asleep to a thousand nights, none of the roughness he saved just for me in the dark. It was flat. Presidential. A voice built for exactly this — for ending things clean, whatever the cost. "I can't ignore what's sitting in front of this whole charter just because you're my old lady, Talia. That's not how this works. You know that better than anybody."

	"Then ask me the real question," I said, my voice cracking now despite every effort to hold it steady. "Not whether the paper says my name. Ask me if I did it. Look me in the eye and ask me straight, the way you'd ask any other patch standing in the middle of this floor."

	He looked at me a long moment. I watched something move behind his eyes — doubt, maybe, or the ghost of the man who used to trace his thumb along my jaw and tell me I was the only steady thing he'd ever trusted in this life. And then I watched him bury it, the way I'd watched him bury every soft thing about himself since the day he took his father's gavel and decided a president couldn't afford to keep them.

	"Strip her cut," he said.

	Two prospects moved toward me before the words had even finished leaving his mouth, and I remember thinking, in the strange, detached way your mind protects itself from things too large to feel all at once, that I'd trained one of those boys myself, taught him how to run the bar register on slow Tuesday nights, and now his hands were the ones reaching for the leather on my shoulders like I was nothing more than a jacket that needed returning.

	I didn't fight them. I want that understood, even now, even after everything — I didn't fight, because fighting would have meant admitting the fight was worth having, and some part of me had already decided, standing in that circle with my husband's eyes gone flat and cold above me, that I was done fighting for a room full of people who'd already made up their minds.

	The cut came off my shoulders. Six years of patches, sewn on one at a time by my own hand, gone in the time it took two prospects to lift the leather away.

	Nobody spoke as I walked out. I remember that most of all — the total, absolute silence of forty men watching a woman walk out of the only family she'd ever built for herself, and not one of them, not even the ones who'd eaten at my table, who'd held my hand through their own wives' hard labors, who'd called me sister at a dozen backyard cookouts over six years — not one of them said a single word to stop it.

	I got to my car in the gravel lot before the shaking finally broke all the way through, and I sat there with both hands pressed flat against the steering wheel, gasping through a grief too large to have a proper shape yet, and I made myself a promise in that parking lot that I intended to keep no matter what it cost me.

	I was never telling Ryder Hayes what I was carrying.

	Six weeks along. Nobody knew yet, not even me for certain, not until the little plastic stick on my bathroom counter that morning had turned up two lines I hadn't let myself fully believe. I'd been planning to tell him that same night, actually — had a whole soft, hopeful speech rehearsed in my head about timing and nurseries and how scared and thrilled I was all at once, and instead I'd walked into that clubhouse and watched the father of my child decide, in front of forty witnesses, that a piece of paper mattered more than six years of my hands doing everything this club had ever asked of them.

	He didn't get to know. Not that night. Maybe not ever, some cold, protective part of me decided right there in that gravel lot, gripping the wheel until my knuckles went white. Whoever had framed me wanted me gone badly enough to forge evidence and watch it land. I wasn't going to hand them a reason to want my child gone too.

	I started the engine. I didn't look back at the clubhouse in my rearview mirror, though every instinct in me wanted to, some last stubborn hope that somebody — Ryder, anybody — might come running out into that gravel lot and tell me this had all been some terrible mistake.

	Nobody came.

	I drove until the lights of Port Callahan disappeared behind me, until the coastal fog gave way to inland pine, until I'd put enough distance between myself and everything I used to call home that I finally let myself cry the way the whole clubhouse had just watched me refuse to.

	Somewhere out there, six weeks of a whole new life was already growing inside me, entirely unaware that the world it was about to be born into had just lost its father before it had ever even had the chance to know he existed.

	
New Name, New Rain

	Cedar Ridge got rain the way Port Callahan got fog — constant, unhurried, the kind of weather that stopped asking permission a long time before I ever arrived here. I'd learned to love it anyway, the sound of it against the cabin's tin roof at three in the morning when Wilder finally settled into sleep against my chest, his whole tiny body gone loose and heavy the way only a five-month-old's body can.

	"You're a good sleeper tonight," I whispered to him, easing him down into the bassinet by the woodstove, holding my breath the way I did every single night until I was certain he'd stay under. "Better than your mother, some nights."

	He didn't stir. I stood there a long moment anyway, watching the small rise and fall of his chest, before I let myself sink into the armchair across the room and close my eyes, exhausted in the particular bone-deep way that six months of single motherhood in hiding had taught me to carry without complaint.

	I went by Tessa Reed here. Cedar Ridge knew me as a widow, quiet, kept to herself, worked three days a week at the general store in town and picked up mending and alterations the other four to make ends meet. Nobody in this town knew the name Talia Reyes. Nobody knew Iron Reapers MC, or Port Callahan, or the particular sound a gavel makes when it comes down on the life you thought you'd built.

	My phone buzzed on the side table — Marnie, the store's owner, my closest thing to a friend in this new life. You up? Saw your porch light.

	Always am these days, I typed back. Wilder's on a rare good streak. Don't want to jinx it by moving.

	Marnie's reply came a minute later. Enjoy it while it lasts. And don't forget, town council meeting tomorrow about the new road work — might mean more traffic through here for a few months. Construction crews, surveyors, that sort of thing.

	I stared at that message longer than it probably deserved. More traffic. More strangers passing through a town I'd chosen specifically because strangers had no reason to pass through it. I told myself it was nothing, construction crews same as any other stretch of mountain highway needing repair after a hard winter, and I put the phone down and tried to let the thought go the way I'd trained myself to let so many anxious thoughts go over the last six months.

	I hadn't always been good at that. The first two months in Cedar Ridge, I'd jumped at every unfamiliar engine on the road below my cabin, certain each one carried somebody from Port Callahan finally come to finish what Silas — no, Deacon, I corrected myself, the old name for the man who'd actually orchestrated my downfall still slipping into my thoughts sometimes before the truth of it caught up — what Deacon Voss had started that night in the clubhouse.

	I'd met Marnie my second week in town, wandering into her general store looking lost and pregnant and entirely unprepared for mountain living, and she'd taken one look at me and set down whatever she was doing to help.

	"You're new," she'd said, not unkindly, ringing up a basket of groceries I could barely afford. "Running from something, or just running toward something quieter?"

	"Bit of both, I think."

	"Most people who end up in Cedar Ridge are running from something. It's not exactly a destination anybody picks on purpose." She'd smiled then, warm despite the bluntness. "Well, whatever it is, this town's good at minding its own business. You'll fit in fine."

	She'd hired me two weeks later, part-time at first, more once Wilder was born and I needed the flexibility her small operation could offer in a way most employers wouldn't. She never asked too many questions about my past, though I suspected she'd guessed plenty on her own — a woman doesn't show up seven months pregnant with no husband, no family nearby, and a story that changes shape slightly every time she tells it without somebody putting together that there's more to it than she's sharing.

	"You look tired today," Marnie had told me just that afternoon, watching me stifle a yawn over the register. "Wilder keeping you up?"

	"He's better than he used to be. I'm just running on old sleep debt I don't think I'll ever fully pay off."

	"That's motherhood for you, from what I remember of mine. Doesn't ever really let you catch back up." She'd studied me a moment longer than the conversation required. "You doing alright otherwise? Really?"

	"I'm okay. Some days better than others."

	"You know you can talk to me, if you ever need to. Whatever it is you're carrying besides that baby." She'd said it gently, no pressure behind it, the kind of offer that mattered more for existing than for ever needing to be accepted. "This town's small, but it's got room in it for people healing from things, if that's what you're doing."

	I'd thanked her and changed the subject, the way I always did, grateful for the offer and terrified of what accepting it might eventually cost both of us if the wrong person ever came looking hard enough to find where I'd landed.

	I'd pieced together most of it since, sitting alone in this cabin with too much time to think and a baby who slept in three-hour stretches that gave me just enough consciousness to turn the whole disaster over and over, looking for the shape of what had actually happened. Deacon had access to that storage cabinet. Deacon had a reason — I'd learned later, through channels I still didn't fully trust, that the club's finances had been bleeding money for over a year before I ever got blamed for a single missing shipment, and somebody inside had needed a scapegoat badly enough to manufacture one out of six years of my own fingerprints on paperwork I touched constantly as part of my actual, legitimate duties running the clubhouse books.

	I hadn't proven any of it. I'd just fled with what little I understood, because staying to fight a war I didn't yet have ammunition for felt like exactly the kind of risk I could no longer afford to take once I understood I was carrying more than just my own life to protect.

	Wilder stirred in his bassinet, a small, questioning sound, and I was up out of the armchair before I'd even fully registered moving, some instinct built entirely new in the last five months already anticipating his needs before my conscious mind caught up. He settled again on his own, and I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding, sinking back down into the chair.

	My mind drifted back to earlier that day, to the man I'd noticed at the edge of the general store parking lot while I was loading groceries into my car. Nothing about him should have alarmed me — just a stranger in a flannel jacket, leaning against a truck that wasn't local, checking his phone the way anybody might. But something about the way he'd looked up as I passed, quick and assessing, cataloguing rather than merely glancing, had sent a cold thread down my spine that hadn't fully unwound since.

	"You know him?" Marnie had asked, catching me staring a beat too long through the store window.

	"No. Just haven't seen that truck before."

	"Construction crew, probably. Told you the road work's bringing strangers through." She'd shrugged, unconcerned, going back to restocking a shelf. "You get used to new faces this time of year. Surveyors, contractors, the occasional hiker who wandered too far off the main trail. Nothing to worry about."

	I'd nodded and let it go, the way I let go of a hundred small alarms every week living the particular vigilant life of a woman who'd fled one danger without ever being fully certain she'd outrun it. But driving home with Wilder asleep in his car seat, I'd caught myself checking the rearview mirror three times in as many miles, an old habit from the first weeks in Cedar Ridge that I thought I'd finally shed months ago.

	I thought about Ryder sometimes, in these quiet three-a.m. hours, though I tried not to let myself linger there long. Not the man from that final night in the clubhouse, flat-voiced and cold, watching two prospects strip the cut from my shoulders without once raising a hand to stop them. The other Ryder. The one who used to trace his thumb slow along my jaw before he kissed me, the one who'd held my hair back the one time I got sick with food poisoning at a run three states over, the one who used to say, half-joking, half not, that I was the only steady ground he'd ever actually trusted in a life built entirely out of shifting alliances and violence.

	I didn't know which version of him was real anymore. Maybe both were. Maybe that was simply the truth of loving a man who wore a cut — that the softness and the coldness lived in him side by side, and you never fully knew, until the moment actually arrived, which version would show up when it mattered most.

	He'd shown up cold. That was the only fact I had left to build anything on.

	I thought back, not for the first time, to the drive that had brought me here — three days on back roads, avoiding the interstate, paying cash for gas and motels under a name I'd chosen almost at random off a street sign in a town I passed through and never intended to see again. I'd been sick every morning of that drive, the pregnancy nausea I hadn't yet told a single soul about compounding the grief and fear until I could barely tell which sensation belonged to which cause. I remembered pulling over on the second night, somewhere in the high desert, and sitting in a gas station parking lot sobbing so hard I frightened a trucker into knocking on my window to ask if I needed help.

	"No," I'd told him, wiping my face, forcing something like composure back into my voice. "Just a rough patch. I'll be alright."

	He hadn't believed me, I could tell, but he'd nodded and left me be, and I'd sat there another twenty minutes before I trusted myself to drive again, one hand pressed to my stomach the entire time, silently promising the tiny, unconfirmed life inside me that whatever else I failed to give him, I would give him safety, even if it cost me every single thing else I had left.

	Cedar Ridge had found me almost by accident — a wrong turn off the state highway that led me, exhausted and desperate for someplace to simply stop moving, into a town small enough that nobody asked too many questions and quiet enough that I finally, for the first time in weeks, felt my shoulders come down from around my ears. I'd rented the cabin from a widower named Hollis who didn't care that I paid the first three months in cash and never once asked why a pregnant woman traveling alone needed somewhere this remote to disappear into.

	I looked down at Wilder, his small fist curled loose against his cheek, dark hair already showing the same slight curl his father's had, and I felt the familiar ache of loving somebody who would never know this child existed unless I decided, someday, to let him.

	"I don't know if that day's ever coming," I whispered to my sleeping son, the words barely more than breath in the quiet cabin. "I don't know if it's safe for it to come. But I promise you this — whatever happens, I'm not letting anybody make you pay for a war you never chose to be born into."

	The rain kept coming down steady against the tin roof, patient, indifferent, the same rain that had followed me every single night since I'd first arrived in this town with nothing but a duffel bag and a due date and a fear so large I still hadn't found the true bottom of it. I closed my eyes finally, letting the sound lull me toward the thin, watchful sleep that had become my only kind since Wilder was born, and told myself, the way I told myself every night, that tomorrow would be just as quiet as today had been.

	I thought, drifting toward sleep, about the life I'd imagined for myself back when I first patched in with Ryder, back when I still believed loyalty was a door that only ever swung one direction. I'd pictured a future full of noise — club runs, backyard cookouts, a house full of children who'd grow up calling half the charter uncle and aunt whether the blood matched or not. Instead I had this: a quiet cabin, a made-up name, a son who would grow up not knowing his father's face unless some day, somehow, it became safe enough to show him.

	I didn't resent the quiet, exactly. Some nights I was even grateful for it, for the simple mercy of a life where nobody's survival depended on which lie landed hardest at a church table. But I missed, too, in a way I rarely let myself examine too closely, the version of belonging I'd lost the night that cut came off my shoulders — the particular, specific comfort of being claimed by something bigger than yourself, even knowing now exactly how conditional that claiming had turned out to be.

	I had no way of knowing, sitting there in that dim cabin with the rain coming down steady, that the quiet was already starting to end — that somewhere on the road curling up through the mountains toward Cedar Ridge, a man on a motorcycle had been searching six months for exactly this town, and had finally, after half a year of dead ends and buried trails, found the one thread that was about to lead him straight to my door.

	
Six Months Gone

	I woke before Wilder did, which almost never happened anymore, and lay still in the gray early light listening to the rain finally taper off into the kind of thin mountain drizzle that would probably linger all day.

	I made coffee one-handed, the way I'd learned to do everything since Wilder arrived, phone propped against the counter so I could check the baby monitor app between pours. My mind kept drifting back to the man in the flannel jacket, the truck that wasn't local, the particular way he'd looked up and cataloged me instead of simply glancing. I told myself, for the tenth time since waking, that I was being paranoid. Six months of hiding had taught me plenty of things, and unfortunately one of them was how to manufacture threats out of perfectly innocent strangers.

	I thought about the last six months as I sipped my coffee, the whole arc of it laid out in my memory the way a map lays out a route you've walked so many times you no longer need to look at it.

	The first month had been the hardest, physically — nausea and grief tangled together so thoroughly I sometimes couldn't tell which one was making me sick on any given morning. I'd found a doctor two towns over, paying cash, giving the name Tessa Reed for the first time in an official capacity, and I remembered sitting in that waiting room surrounded by other pregnant women with husbands beside them, hands resting on

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


