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For the ones who learned to hear the difference.

Between a vow built on lies and a choice built on truth.

Author's Note

 

Dear Reader,

Thank you so much for joining me on this story. Ivy Cole is one of my favorite heroines I’ve written — a woman who built a life that worked, broke her  own  rule  for  a  man  she  believed  in,  and  paid  the  price  of  that  belief without losing herself in the process.

If  you’re  looking  for  romance  with  real  emotional  stakes — the kind where the heroine is sharp, the hero has to earn it, and the happily-ever-after is genuinely earned rather than assumed — I hope this story delivers.

Happy Reading!

 

Serena Blackwel
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PROLOGUE

∼∼∼

 

Let me tell you what it felt like.

 

Not what happened after—that comes later, and when it comes it will cost  what  it  costs  and  I will pay it and I will not pretend it costs less than it does.  Not  the  ceremony  itself,  which  I  will  describe  correctly  when  the description is required. What I want to tell you first is what the vow meant in the  moment it was made, before I knew what it was built on, because that is the part that matters most and that gets lost when the rest of the story arrives.

It meant safe.

That is the word.

I am someone who does not use that word easily. Safe, in my adult life, has been a category I built for myself through specific, deliberate choices: the job  that  required  me  to  hold  crises  at  arm's  length  and  route  them  to resolution  without  taking  them  personally,  the  apartment  that  was mine and that reflected only my preferences, the rule about the kind of men I did not let 
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in  because  I  understood  precisely  what  letting  them  in  would  cost  and  had decided the cost was not one I was willing to pay.

Safe was not something I waited for someone else to give me.

And  then  Noah  Graves  Mercer  stood  before  his  entire club and said words that I am not going to reproduce here because the words were not the point  and  repeating them would make it sound as though I fell for a speech, which  is  not  what  happened.  What  I  fell  for  was  the  specific  quality  of the moment—forty  men  who  had  known  this  person  for  years  and  who responded  to  his  claiming  of  me  with  the  ease  of  people  who  were  not surprised, who had been watching him choose and were now watching him say so. Not performance. Confirmation.

I had never felt confirmation like that.

I  had  built  a  life  that  was  entirely  mine  and  that  was genuinely good and  that  did  not  require  external  confirmation  to  be  real.  And  that  is  the paradox:  the woman who had built the most self-sufficient version of herself was  the  one  who  felt  safest  in  that  room, in that moment, in front of those forty people.

It lasted.

Four months.

And then I learned what ceremonies could be built on.

I  am  telling  you  this first because I need you to understand what was lost—not  just  a  man,  not  just  a  relationship.  The  specific,  particular, devastating loss of the feeling that safety could come from choosing and being chosen in front of people who knew you both and who meant it.

I have not felt that since.
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I  am telling you this first so that when I tell you what came after, you understand what the after was the after of.

I had never believed in ceremonies before that night.

I had learned to believe in this one.

I had not yet learned what ceremonies could be built on.
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CHAPTER ONE

∼∼∼

 

Let me tell you about dispatching.

 

The Emergency Communications Center for the city of Knoxville runs twenty-four hours a day, every day, including the days when the rest of the city has  decided  to  close.  I  have  worked  there  for  four  years,  initially  on  the overnight  rotation  and  now  on  the  day  shift,  which  I  earned  through  the specific  combination  of  competence  and  the  willingness  to  do  overnight rotations for two years without complaint.

The work requires a particular kind of mind.

Not  a  mind  that  is  unaffected  by  what  it  processes—that  is  not  the requirement,  and  the  people  who  believe  they  are  unaffected are usually the ones  who  burn  out  fastest  because  the  unaffectedness  was never real. What the work requires is a mind that can hold multiple simultaneous crises without losing accuracy in any of them, that can hear the difference between the things people say and the things they mean, that can make decisions in the space of seconds that will determine what resources go where and when.

I am good at this.

Not  modest-good.  Actually  good—the  kind  of  good  that  my supervisor  Renata  has  described  as:  you  make  this  look  easy  in  a  way  that 

4


CLUBHOUSE VOWS WERE BUILT ON LIES

makes me nervous because easy usually means someone is missing something, and  then  I  watch  you  work  and  you're not missing anything, you're just that precise.

I have a rule about MC men.

The rule is: I don't.

Not because I have a principled objection to the people who belong to them—I have dispatched calls involving Steel Saints members for three years and I have routed those calls with the same professional precision I brought to every  other call, which is the professional courtesy of treating every situation accurately  regardless  of  personal  association.  The  rule  exists  because  I understood,  with  the  specific  clarity  of  someone  who  had  grown  up  in  a household  where  one  parent's  choices  determined  the  stability  available  to everyone else in it, what it meant to love someone whose primary relationship was to a structure that you could not fully see and that could not be asked to be different.

I had reasons for the rule.

The rule was correct.

Priya  Sharma  has  been  my  best  friend  for  twelve  years—since  the specific  Tuesday  in  college  when  we  were  both  assigned  to  the  same  study group for an economics class and we both concluded, independently, that the rest  of  the  study  group  was  not  going  to  be  useful,  and  we  both  sat  in the corner  and  worked  separately  and  then  found  ourselves  working toward the same  conclusion,  and  afterward  she  said:  you  think  the  way  I  think.  I  said: that's either very good or very concerning. She said: yes.
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Priya  is  a  software  engineer  who  thinks  in  systems  and  who  has  the specific  quality  of  someone  whose  emotional  intelligence  and  technical intelligence are equally developed and who therefore delivered verdicts rather than  opinions,  because  she  had  done  the  work  to  make the verdict accurate before she delivered it.

Her verdict on the rule: it's correct. The question is whether you'll hold it.

I had held it for four years.

The gas station was on a Tuesday in March.

I  was  on  my  way  to  a  twelve-hour  shift. It was seven-fourteen in the morning.  The  man  with  the  dead  truck was at the pump to my left, which I registered as information and did not act on immediately because I was getting coffee  and  coffee  at  seven-fourteen  before  a  twelve-hour  shift  was  not something I deprioritized for a stranger's truck situation.

He did not ask for help.

This was the first thing I noticed.

He was on the phone—to the club, I would understand later—and he was  doing  the  thing  that  competent  people  did  when  they  had  a  problem: assessing  it,  communicating  it,  waiting  for  the  appropriate response. He was not performing distress. He was managing a situation.

I finished my coffee.

I looked at the truck.

I said: do you need a jump?

He looked at me. He said: yes. Thank you.

Not: I've got it. Not: I'm fine. Yes. Thank you.
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I got the cables.

We  worked  in  the  specific,  efficient  way  of  two  people  who  both understood  what  they  were  doing  and  who  did  not  need  to  explain  or supervise each other. The truck started in four minutes.

He said: how do I repay you?

I said: you don't.

I got in my car.

I drove to work.

I  thought  about  it  for  approximately  forty-five  minutes  and  then  I stopped thinking about it because a twelve-hour shift does not leave room for extended thinking about anything that is not the shift.

At  the end of the shift—eleven hours and fifty-two minutes later—he was in the parking lot with two coffees.

He said: I asked at the desk. They said your shift ended at seven.

I said: they're not supposed to tell people that.

He said: I know. I was persuasive.

I said: that's a concerning quality in a stranger.

He said: I brought coffee.

I looked at him.

I said: I have a rule.

He said: what kind of rule?

I said: the kind I'm not going to explain to a stranger in a parking lot at seven in the evening.

He said: I'm Noah.

I said: I know. You're Steel Saints.
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He looked at me.

He said: you knew.

I  said:  I  dispatched  out  of  this  center  for  three  years.  I  know  all  the clubs.

He said: and you still came over with the cables.

I  said:  that's  not about the club. That's about leaving someone on the side of the road.

He held out the coffee.

I took it.

I did not tell him about the rule.

That was the beginning of the thing that would cost me what it cost.

I want to be honest about that: I chose not to tell him.

That choice was mine.
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CHAPTER TWO

∼∼∼

 

The road name Graves.

 

I earned it at twenty-six in a situation I am not going to describe in full because  the  full  description  serves  nothing  except  the reputation and I have spent  seven  years  trying  to  be  a  different man than the one who earned the name. What I will say: it was deserved at the time. It is accurate in the way that the thing you were at twenty-six is accurate—it describes a real version of you, and  the  real  version  does  not  disappear  when  you  become  a  different  real version.

I am thirty-three years old.

Sergeant-at-arms, Steel Saints MC, Knoxville chapter.

The sergeant-at-arms role: the enforcement of the club's internal code, the management of the club's security relationships, the specific, unglamorous work  of making sure that the brotherhood held together under the pressures that brotherhoods faced. I had been doing this for five years. I was good at it in the way I was good at most things that required assessment before action: I read situations correctly.

What I was not good at:

Reading situations that involved my own choices.
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