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Chapter 1: The Woman on His Bike

	 

	 

	The first thing Rhea Calder noticed was the laughter.

	Not the engines snarling across the packed dirt lot. Not the music shaking the windows of the Grave Saints clubhouse. Not the stink of beer, exhaust, hot leather, and bonfire smoke. Those were normal. Those were the sounds and smells of the Dust Run celebration, the yearly excuse for grown men to come back filthy from the trails and call recklessness brotherhood.

	No.

	It was the laughter that made her slow down.

	Because the men near the garage did not laugh like that when she walked in. Not anymore. They usually straightened. Lowered their beers. Remembered she was the woman who knew which supplier invoices were fake, which salvage contracts kept the club’s legitimate face intact, and which bank transfers would bury half the room if she ever stopped protecting them.

	Tonight, they did not notice her at first.

	They were too busy watching Taryn Vale sit on Ridge’s bike.

	Rhea stopped beside the first row of parked Harleys, one hand still curled around the strap of her purse.

	Ridge’s bike was impossible to miss. Matte black. High bars. Mud still caked beneath the fenders from the north trail. A silver saint charm wired beneath the headlight because Rhea had put it there four years ago after he almost died on a washout curve and came home laughing with blood in his teeth.

	No woman sat on that bike.

	Not unless Ridge put her there.

	Taryn had one boot hooked over the peg and the other stretched lazily to the ground. Her dark hair was wind-tangled, her cheeks flushed from whiskey or attention or both. Around her throat hung Ridge’s spare road chain, the heavy one he kept for runs, the one Rhea had once teased him for treating like a crown.

	Taryn lifted it between two fingers and grinned at something one of the brothers said.

	Rhea heard Colt laugh.

	She heard Marnie, from the old ladies’ table, go quiet.

	Then Ridge turned.

	The whole night turned with him.

	He stood near the open garage bay with a beer in his hand, shirt clinging to his shoulders, jaw dark with trail dust and stubble. Knox “Ridge” Maddox. Grave Saints road captain. Her husband. The man men followed into illegal trails because he could read dirt like scripture and danger like weather.

	His eyes found Rhea.

	For one sharp second, he looked guilty.

	Then he buried it.

	“Rhea,” he said.

	Not baby. Not wife. Not the low, private name he used when the world was too loud and he wanted to pull her back into him.

	Just Rhea.

	Taryn turned her head slowly, like she had been waiting to be witnessed.

	“Oh,” she said, smiling wider. “There she is.”

	The words were harmless. The tone was not.

	Rhea walked forward.

	The crowd parted too late. That was the second wound. Not that they moved, but that they had to remember to.

	Her heels sank slightly into dirt still damp from the afternoon rain. She passed Bishop Kane, the club president, who looked at Ridge before he looked at her. She passed Marnie, whose mouth tightened around a warning she did not have the courage to speak. She passed three prospects who suddenly found the gravel interesting.

	Rhea stopped in front of the bike.

	Her bike, in all the ways that mattered. Not because her name was on the title, but because she had paid the insurance, hidden the repair costs, cleaned blood off that gas tank after the Beartooth run, and held Ridge’s shaking hands the first time he admitted the road was the only place he knew how to be afraid.

	Taryn’s fingers still rested on the chain.

	Rhea looked at them until Taryn dropped her hand.

	“Get off,” Rhea said.

	The laughter died so fast it felt like someone cut a wire.

	Taryn blinked. “Excuse me?”

	“You heard me.”

	Ridge moved then. One step. Not enough.

	“Rhea,” he said again, lower now. “Don’t do this here.”

	That did something ugly inside her chest. Not pain yet. Pain needed time. This was heat. A clean, bright burn.

	“Don’t do what here?” she asked, not looking away from Taryn. “Ask why a woman who isn’t your wife is sitting on your bike wearing your chain?”

	Colt muttered, “Damn.”

	Ridge snapped his eyes toward him. “Shut up.”

	Taryn slid off the bike slowly, making a show of it, one long leg at a time. She did not remove the chain.

	“It was a joke,” Taryn said. “The boys said I looked like I could lead a run.”

	“The boys say stupid things when nobody makes them pay for it.”

	Taryn’s smile twitched.

	Ridge came closer, placing himself between them but not touching either woman. Rhea noticed that too. He would not touch Taryn in front of her. He would not touch Rhea either.

	A man with two dirty hands pretending both were clean.

	“It’s club business,” Ridge said.

	Rhea finally looked at him.

	He should have flinched. The old Ridge would have. The man who knew the difference between her anger and her hurt would have seen both and reached for one before it became the other.

	This Ridge stood there with dirt on his boots and another woman’s throat marked by his chain.

	“Club business sits on your bike now?”

	His jaw tightened. “She helped with the north trail.”

	“I handle the north trail fuel accounts. Her name wasn’t on the run sheet.”

	“It was last minute.”

	“Then why is she wearing your chain?”

	Taryn laughed under her breath.

	Rhea’s eyes cut back to her. “Something funny?”

	Taryn lifted both hands. “I’m just surprised. Ridge said you weren’t the dramatic type.”

	There it was.

	Not the first proof. Not the final proof. But a door cracking open.

	Rhea felt the compound inhale around her.

	Ridge’s face changed. Barely. But she knew him. She knew the small disasters. The way his right hand flexed when a lie had already left the room and he was trying to catch it by the throat.

	“You talk about me?” Rhea asked.

	Taryn looked at Ridge, then back at Rhea. “Everyone talks.”

	“No,” Rhea said. “Cowards talk sideways. Women talk straight. So say what you mean.”

	“Rhea,” Ridge warned.

	She rounded on him. “Do not use my name like a leash.”

	His mouth shut.

	Good.

	Let the club see that too.

	For a second, under the bonfire light and the hanging garage bulbs, Rhea saw a memory instead of the man in front of her. Ridge at twenty-eight, shirt torn, knuckles bleeding, standing in the rain outside her father’s funeral because he did not know how to walk into grief but refused to leave her alone in it. Ridge building her that hidden trail beyond the quarry because she once said silence scared her after death. Ridge pressing a silver charm into her palm and saying, “Anything I ride, you ride with me.”

	And now Taryn wore his chain like Rhea had already been removed from the seat.

	Bishop stepped forward. “Rhea, maybe we take this inside.”

	She laughed once.

	It sounded nothing like her.

	“You want it inside now?” She looked around the circle. “Funny. Nobody needed privacy when she was sitting on my husband’s bike.”

	A few brothers looked away.

	That was the third wound.

	Not Taryn. Not even Ridge.

	The looking away.

	Marnie rose halfway from her chair. “Rhea…”

	Rhea held up one hand without turning. “If you knew something before tonight, do not say my name like you’re kind.”

	Marnie sat back down.

	Ridge’s eyes darkened. “Enough.”

	The word cracked through the yard. Road captain voice. Command voice. The voice men obeyed before their brains caught up.

	Rhea had obeyed it once too, in other ways. In bed. In storms. In panicked hospital rooms. In all the soft places where trust made obedience feel like love.

	Tonight, it landed dead between them.

	“Enough?” she repeated.

	Ridge dragged a hand over his mouth. “You’re making this bigger than it is.”

	Taryn’s smile returned, small and satisfied.

	Rhea saw it.

	Ridge did not.

	Or he did and chose not to.

	That was the fourth wound, and it finally bled.

	“How big is it?” Rhea asked quietly.

	The yard went still.

	Ridge’s throat worked. “What?”

	“You said I’m making it bigger than it is. So tell me how big it is. Is it a chain? A bike? A joke? A last-minute run?” She stepped closer, close enough to smell smoke and beer and the leather oil he used on his gloves. “Or is it big enough that your brothers stopped laughing when I walked over?”

	He said nothing.

	The silence answered in a language she did not want to understand.

	Taryn reached for the chain at her neck. “I can take it off if it bothers you.”

	Rhea looked at her hand again.

	“No,” she said. “Keep it.”

	Ridge’s head snapped up. “Rhea.”

	“No, really.” Her voice stayed calm, and that scared even her. “Let her keep it. Let everyone remember what you gave away in public before you had the spine to say it out loud.”

	Taryn’s face flushed.

	Good.

	Rhea turned to Ridge. “You coming home tonight?”

	The question hit him harder than the accusation.

	For one broken second, he looked like her husband. Tired. Afraid. Caught somewhere between pride and pleading.

	Then his eyes slid toward Bishop.

	It was quick.

	Not quick enough.

	Rhea nodded slowly. “There it is.”

	Ridge stepped toward her. “Don’t walk off like that.”

	“Like what?”

	“Like you already decided what this is.”

	“I didn’t decide anything.” Her voice shook now, but she did not let it fall. “You did. I just arrived late.”

	Something moved through his face. Pain, maybe. Panic. But not enough. Not fast enough. Not clean enough.

	Behind him, Taryn stood beside his bike with his chain at her throat.

	Behind her, the club watched Rhea learn she had been made into a fool before she had been made into an ex-wife.

	Rhea reached into her purse and took out the salvage-yard key ring. Ridge noticed immediately. His eyes dropped to the brass office key, the fuel cage key, the file room key, the small black fob that opened the back gate where half the club’s “clean” business moved in and out under Rhea’s name.

	“Rhea,” he said, and this time there was fear in it.

	She slid one key off the ring. The clubhouse office key. The one she carried because Bishop trusted her with records more than he trusted half his patched men with loaded guns.

	She held it out to Bishop.

	He did not take it.

	Smart man.

	Rhea smiled without warmth. “No? Then remember tonight when you ask me to fix whatever this costs.”

	Bishop’s face hardened. “Careful.”

	Ridge moved fully between them. “Don’t threaten her.”

	Rhea stared at his back.

	That almost hurt worse.

	Because he could still protect her from Bishop. He just had not protected her from himself.

	She put the key back on the ring.

	“Relax,” she said. “I’m not burning your kingdom down tonight.”

	She looked past Ridge to Taryn.

	“I’m just checking the doors.”

	Then Rhea turned and walked away.

	Nobody followed.

	Not Ridge.

	Not Marnie.

	Not one man whose books she had saved, whose bail she had tracked, whose lies she had made look legal enough to breathe.

	Her car waited near the fence, boxed in by bikes and trucks. She could feel eyes on her back with every step. The humiliation tried to climb her spine, hot and clawing, but she kept her shoulders straight.

	At the driver’s door, she heard Ridge call her name.

	This time, he used the old voice.

	“Rhea. Baby, wait.”

	She stopped.

	For one weak, vicious heartbeat, she wanted to turn. Wanted him to cross the dirt fast, rip the chain from Taryn’s throat, put his hands on Rhea’s face, and say something so true it could cut the night open.

	But truth did not need this much time to arrive.

	She opened the car door.

	Ridge was halfway across the lot now.

	“Don’t leave like this,” he said.

	Rhea looked at him over the roof of the car. “Then you should’ve stopped me before I had to.”

	He halted.

	The words hit. She saw them land.

	Still, he looked back once.

	Not fully. Just a glance toward the garage. Toward the bike. Toward the woman standing beside it with his chain around her neck.

	That glance finished what the night had started.

	Rhea got in, started the engine, and drove through the compound gates without looking back.

	Only when the clubhouse lights disappeared behind her did she let one sound escape her throat.

	Not a sob.

	Not yet.

	A laugh.

	Small. Broken. Mean.

	Because the whole club had watched another woman sit on her husband’s bike, and somehow Rhea already knew that was not where the betrayal began.

	It was only where they stopped hiding it.

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Dirt On His Boots

	 

	 

	Rhea beat him home by twenty-three minutes.

	She knew because she sat in the dark kitchen with her phone faceup on the table, watching the time change while the house refused to feel like hers.

	The place had always carried Ridge even when he was gone. Leather oil near the door. Motor grease under the sink no matter how many times she threatened to throw the whole cabinet away. His gloves on the counter. His jacket over the back of the chair he never sat in because he preferred standing while he ate, like even dinner had to be ready to move.

	Tonight, every trace of him looked like evidence.

	Rhea did not turn on the light.

	She let the dark sit with her.

	Outside, a bike rolled into the drive, engine cutting too late, like Ridge had wanted the street to know he was home before she did. Then silence. Boots on the porch. A pause at the door.

	He still had his key.

	That irritated her more than it should have.

	The lock turned.

	Ridge stepped inside and saw her immediately.

	He was backlit by the porch light, shoulders broad, hair wind-mussed, face shadowed with dirt and something that looked too much like guilt to be anger yet.

	“Jesus, Rhea.” He shut the door behind him. “Sitting in the dark now?”

	She looked at his boots.

	Mud clung thick around the soles and dried in pale strips over the black leather. Not south trail mud. South trail dirt was red and loose, dusty even after rain. This was gray-brown clay with crushed pine needles stuck in it.

	North trail.

	The same trail he told her he had not taken.

	“Where’s your chain?” she asked.

	His jaw locked.

	Good. Start there.

	“In my saddlebag.”

	“Not around Taryn’s neck?”

	“No.”

	“Did you take it off her, or did she give it back after I left?”

	He tossed his keys onto the counter. Too hard. They skidded and hit the fruit bowl, knocking one orange to the floor.

	Neither of them picked it up.

	“You embarrassed yourself tonight,” he said.

	Rhea laughed softly. “That’s your first swing?”

	His eyes narrowed. “I’m not swinging.”

	“You came home with dirt on your boots, lies in your mouth, and another woman’s smell on your clothes. You’re swinging.”

	That made him go still.

	The kitchen seemed to shrink around them.

	Ridge looked down at himself, then back at her. “Another woman’s smell.”

	“Yes.”

	“You hear yourself?”

	“I do.” She stood slowly. “That’s the difference between us right now.”

	He dragged a hand over his face, leaving a faint streak of dirt along his cheekbone. Once, she would have crossed the room and wiped it away with her thumb. He would have caught her wrist and kissed the inside of it because he liked making ordinary touches feel stolen.

	Now she noticed the scratch on his wedding ring.

	Fresh.

	A bright silver cut through the dull black band he wore because gold was “too clean” for his hands.

	Her stomach turned.

	“What happened to your ring?”

	He glanced down. “Nothing.”

	“Try again.”

	“It got scraped on the trail.”

	“Which trail?”

	He did not answer fast enough.

	Rhea nodded. “North.”

	“I told you I was south because that was the planned route.”

	“But not where you went.”

	His mouth flattened. “Routes change.”

	“Run sheets change too. Fuel pulls change. Gate codes change. Funny how none of those did.”

	Something hard flashed in his eyes. “Are we doing books right now?”

	“We’re doing lies.”

	“No, you’re doing what you always do.” He stepped farther into the kitchen, bringing smoke and cold air with him. “You take one thing, twist it until it looks like ten, then lay it out like a case file.”

	Rhea stared at him.

	The words hit because he knew exactly where to place them.

	She had built her usefulness around details. Dates. Numbers. Signatures. Paper trails. The things men like Ridge forgot until those things saved them from prison, bankruptcy, tax warrants, and rival clubs with lawyers pretending to be businessmen.

	Now he wanted to make her precision sound like sickness.

	“One thing?” she said. “Taryn was sitting on your bike.”

	“It was a joke.”

	“She was wearing your chain.”

	“She grabbed it.”

	“You let her keep it.”

	“For five minutes.”

	“In front of the club.”

	“Because yanking it off her neck would’ve made a bigger scene.”

	Rhea’s smile came sharp. “Bigger
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