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Chapter 1 — The Jacket Beside His Bike

	 

	Grief sounded like engines.

	Not crying. Not prayers. Not soft words folded into black clothes and bowed heads.

	At the Iron Crown yard, grief came with throttle and smoke, with chrome shining under a hard white sky, with men standing around like they had forgotten what to do with their hands now that one of their own had been lowered into the dirt. It came with old ladies passing coffee in paper cups, prospects pretending not to look afraid, and the flag above the clubhouse hanging half-dead in the wind.

	Addison Kline had sewn the memorial patch herself.

	Three nights bent over a kitchen table, needle punching through black cloth until the pad of her thumb bruised purple. MASON “GRIT” LOWE — BROTHER, RIDER, BLOOD. She had stitched every letter because Ramon had come home quiet from the hospital and stood in the doorway like a man who had left part of himself on the road.

	He had not asked.

	She had simply done it.

	That was what wives did in the Iron Crown. They learned the shape of grief before the men found language for it.

	Now the patch sat over her heart, pinned to her black denim vest. Ramon’s old-lady chain rested at her throat, heavy as a promise and warm from her skin.

	The chain had never been pretty.

	It was not meant to be.

	Steel links. Small engraved plate. R.S. on one side. A.K. on the other. Ramon had fastened it around her neck eight years ago beside the same row of bikes, his knuckles split, his mouth serious, his voice low enough that only she heard him.

	No woman stands beside my bike but you.

	She stepped through the open gate with that memory under her collarbone.

	Then she saw Camryn Gordon beside Ramon’s bike.

	Wearing Ramon’s jacket.

	The world did not break loudly.

	That would have been kinder.

	It thinned.

	Sound pulled away from Addison in strips: the engines coughing, the cups scraping, Karter Copeland’s rough voice near the clubhouse steps, Dayana Watson laughing at something with a cigarette between her fingers. All of it stretched thin until Addison could hear only the small scrape of Camryn’s boot against gravel.

	Camryn leaned against the black Harley like she belonged there.

	One hip against the seat.

	One hand tucked into the pocket of Ramon’s spare leather jacket.

	His jacket.

	Not club leather. Not a general loaner. Not something any cold woman could borrow because the morning had teeth.

	Ramon’s.

	Addison knew the jacket by the torn seam near the right cuff. She had fixed that seam once after Ramon caught it on a fence outside Tulsa. He had refused to throw the jacket away because it still smelled, he said, like smoke and home.

	Camryn wore it open over a white tank and dark jeans, her hair loose, her mouth relaxed in that easy way women had when they were not standing on stolen ground.

	Addison stopped walking.

	Dayana saw her first.

	The cigarette froze halfway to her mouth.

	Across the yard, Greyson Jarvis turned his head. Then Elisabeth Matthews, standing near the office door with a clipboard tucked against her chest. Then two old ladies near the coffee table. Then Dallas Turner, too young in the patch and too stupid with his smile, jogged past Camryn carrying a crate of bottled water.

	“Careful there,” Dallas said, grinning as Camryn shifted out of his way. “Can’t have Ramon’s girl getting knocked over before the ride.”

	The sentence landed like a gunshot wrapped in cotton.

	No one moved.

	Dallas’s grin died one piece at a time.

	Camryn’s fingers tightened inside the jacket pocket.

	Addison looked at Ramon.

	He stood ten feet from his bike, one hand resting near his belt, black shirt stretched across his shoulders, cut hanging open, grief patch pinned clean over his chest. The sun caught the silver in his beard and the scar beside his mouth. He looked exactly like the man men followed into fire.

	He also looked like a man who had heard every word.

	Their eyes met.

	There had been a time when Ramon Sharp could read Addison from across a room. Before she spoke, before she lifted a hand, before anger became visible. He used to know when noise was too much for her. Used to move closer without making a show of it. Used to put his body between her and the ugly parts of the club like instinct.

	Now he only stared.

	Addison waited.

	The yard waited with her.

	Ramon’s jaw flexed once.

	Dallas swallowed. “I didn’t mean—”

	“Quiet,” Karter said.

	The president’s voice cut across the yard, low and warning.

	But Addison did not look at Karter.

	She looked at Ramon.

	Because this was simple. Brutally simple. A correction did not require courage. A correction did not require confession. A correction was one sentence.

	She is not my girl.

	That is my wife.

	Take off my jacket.

	Any one of those could have saved the moment from becoming a grave.

	Ramon said nothing.

	The chain at Addison’s throat seemed to shrink.

	Not physically. The links stayed where they were, hard and warm. But something inside them changed. Weight became mockery. Promise became costume.

	Camryn lowered her gaze first, but not fast enough.

	That was the second wound.

	Not the jacket. Not even Dallas’s careless words.

	It was Camryn looking down like she had been caught, not like she had been mistaken.

	Dayana crossed the yard.

	“Addie,” she said, voice rough.

	Addison lifted one hand.

	Dayana stopped.

	Good friend that she was, she looked ready to burn the yard down anyway.

	Addison walked forward.

	The gravel did not crunch under her boots the way it should have. It sounded far away, like another woman walking. Another woman wearing Ramon Sharp’s chain. Another woman arriving at a memorial ride with coffee to pour and condolences to give and no idea she was already the joke.

	Men moved aside.

	Not enough.

	Never enough.

	Preston Galvan stood near the garage with his arms crossed. He looked away too quickly.

	Addison saw that.

	She saw everything suddenly. Every silence had edges now. Every glance had a history.

	Camryn straightened from the bike.

	The jacket shifted on her shoulders.

	Ramon took one step.

	Addison stopped him with a look.

	Not a word.

	Just a look.

	He stopped.

	That hurt too.

	That he still knew when to obey her eyes, but not when to defend her name.

	Camryn’s mouth opened. “Addison—”

	“Don’t.”

	The word came out quiet.

	Camryn closed her mouth.

	Good.

	Addison had never hated quiet women. Quiet women survived loud rooms. Quiet women heard what men thought they had buried. Quiet women knew where the knives were kept because they were always asked to clean up after the cutting.

	But Camryn’s quiet was different.

	Camryn’s quiet stood beside Ramon’s bike wearing Addison’s history.

	Addison looked at the Harley.

	Black tank. Silver skull near the handlebar. Worn leather seat. Small scratch below the gas cap from the night Ramon had taught her to sit on it without fear. He had stood behind her then, one hand on her waist, laughing low against her ear when she cursed the weight of the machine.

	She bites if you don’t respect her, he had said.

	Sounds like someone I married, Addison had answered.

	He had kissed the side of her neck right there in the yard, in front of brothers, prospects, old ladies, God, and the devil.

	No shame.

	No hiding.

	That man was nowhere in the yard now.

	Or maybe he was, and that was worse.

	Karter came down the clubhouse steps slowly. “Addison.”

	She did not turn. “President.”

	The title made his face tighten.

	Karter had been at her wedding. He had eaten the dry cake and complained anyway. He had toasted Ramon with whiskey and said any man lucky enough to get Addison Kline better spend the rest of his life proving he knew it.

	Now he stood between her and a yard full of witnesses, not sure whether he was looking at a wife or a problem.

	That decided something inside her.

	Addison reached up and touched the chain.

	Ramon’s eyes dropped to her hand.

	There.

	There was the flinch.

	Small, almost nothing. A twitch near his mouth. His fingers curling once like he wanted to reach for the links himself.

	Good.

	Let him see it.

	Let him remember fastening it.

	Let him remember saying no woman would ever stand beside his bike but her.

	Dayana spoke from behind her. “Addie, come with me.”

	“Not yet.”

	“Don’t do this here.”

	Addison’s laugh had no humor in it. “He did.”

	A few men shifted.

	Someone cursed under his breath.

	Dallas looked sick now, young face pale under his cap. “Mrs. Sharp, I swear I didn’t—”

	Addison turned her head just enough to look at him.

	He shut up.

	Smart boy.

	Too late, but smart.

	Camryn pulled at the jacket as if she might take it off.

	Addison stopped her with one glance.

	“No,” Addison said. “Keep it on.”

	Camryn’s face drained.

	Ramon’s voice finally came, low and rough. “Addison.”

	The sound of her name in his mouth nearly did what the jacket had not.

	Nearly buckled her.

	Because her body was a traitor with a long memory. It remembered that voice in the dark, against her hair, over hospital sheets, under thunder, inside kitchens at two in the morning when the club had taken too much and given back too little. It remembered Ramon saying her name like it was the only clean thing he had left.

	But memory was not mercy.

	She looked at him.

	“Don’t,” she said.

	His mouth closed.

	The yard had gone so still the flag rope tapping the pole sounded violent.

	Addison stepped closer to Camryn. Not too close. She would not give anyone the pleasure of pulling them apart.

	“How long?” she asked.

	Camryn blinked.

	Ramon’s face changed.

	Not enough for anyone else to name, maybe. Enough for Addison.

	“Addison,” he said again.

	She did not look at him this time.

	Camryn’s throat worked. “This isn’t—”

	“Don’t insult me where everyone can hear it.”

	Camryn’s eyes shone. Not innocent. Not cruel. Something more useless than both.

	Ashamed.

	Addison hated that the shame made her human.

	She hated Ramon more for that too.

	Because if Camryn had smiled, if Camryn had tossed her hair, if Camryn had played the cheap villain, Addison could have burned clean. Instead the woman looked trapped inside a choice she had still made.

	“Take her inside,” Karter ordered someone.

	Nobody moved.

	Because everyone understood now. This was not Karter’s yard for the next breath. Not Ramon’s. Not even the club’s.

	It belonged to the woman standing in the center of it with a chain at her throat and a grave opening under her boots.

	Ramon stepped forward again. “Let me—”

	Addison turned on him.

	“What?” she asked.

	The word cracked across the yard.

	Ramon stopped.

	“What are you going to let yourself do now, Ramon?”

	His eyes went dark.

	There were men who would have stepped back from that look.

	Addison had slept beside it for eight years.

	She knew the difference between danger and guilt.

	This was guilt.

	Guilt looked uglier on him than rage.

	“Not here,” he said.

	A sound moved through the crowd.

	Small. Cowardly. Predictable.

	Not here.

	Not in front of the club.

	Not where his brothers could see the blood.

	Addison nodded once.

	The movement felt calm. It scared her more than shaking would have.

	“Not here,” she repeated.

	Ramon’s face tightened.

	She looked around the yard, slowly enough to make them all feel counted.

	Karter near the steps. Greyson by the garage. Preston looking at the ground. Dallas sweating through his mistake. Elisabeth pale and watchful. Dayana vibrating with fury. The old ladies by the coffee table, their eyes wet or curious or guilty, depending on what they already knew.

	Then Camryn, in Ramon’s jacket.

	Then Ramon, silent until silence had already done the killing.

	Addison touched the old-lady chain again.

	She did not remove it.

	Not yet.

	That deserved a better room.

	A colder table.

	Witnesses who could not pretend they had only heard a prospect make a bad joke.

	The engines waited beyond the gate, lined up for a dead brother.

	Addison wondered, briefly and strangely, if Mason Lowe would have been ashamed of them all.

	Then she looked at Dallas.

	“You called her Ramon’s girl.”

	Dallas’s lips parted. “I—”

	“No.” Her voice stayed soft. “Don’t explain. You said what this yard taught you was true.”

	The boy looked at Ramon for help.

	That almost made Addison smile.

	Almost.

	Ramon gave him none.

	Of course he did not.

	Help, apparently, was another thing Ramon Sharp gave only when it cost him nothing.

	Addison faced her husband fully.

	The word still existed. Husband. It stood between them like a body no one had covered yet.

	The memorial patch over her heart scratched against the inside of her vest. Her thumb throbbed where the needle had bruised it. Engines waited. Smoke drifted. Someone’s coffee spilled slowly onto the gravel near the table, dark and spreading.

	Addison lifted her chin.

	“Tell him,” she said.

	Ramon did not move.

	The whole yard seemed to hold its breath.

	Addison’s voice sharpened, not louder, just cleaner.

	“Tell him he said that wrong.”

	Ramon looked at her.

	At the chain.

	At the jacket.

	At Camryn.

	At every witness his silence had gathered.

	And Ramon Sharp said nothing.

	 

	 


Chapter 2 — The Room He Swore Was Only for Runs

	 

	Addison left before the engines started.

	That was the mercy she gave herself.

	Not dignity. Not strength. Mercy.

	Because if she stayed one more second in that yard, someone would have touched her arm. Someone would have said her name softly. Someone would have tried to lead her away like grief had made her blind instead of the truth making her sharp.

	So she walked.

	Past Dayana calling after her.

	Past Dallas Turner standing pale by the water crate.

	Past Camryn Gordon in Ramon’s jacket.

	Past Ramon Sharp saying nothing with the kind of skill that could kill a woman and leave no blood on the gravel.

	The club gate stood open.

	Addison walked through it.

	No one stopped her.

	That hurt too.

	The first mile home, she drove like the car belonged to someone else. Both hands on the wheel. Eyes forward. Memorial patch still pinned over her heart. Old-lady chain still at her throat, rubbing with every breath.

	The town blurred at the edges.

	Gas station.

	Pawn shop.

	A church with peeling white paint.

	The diner where Ramon had once lifted her onto the counter after closing and kissed sugar from her thumb while the pie case hummed beside them.

	She kept driving.

	The chain knocked once against her collarbone when she turned into their street.

	Their house waited at the end like it did not know it had become evidence.

	White siding Ramon had painted himself because he said paying another man to paint his wife’s house was an insult. Narrow porch. Rusted wind chime Addison had bought at a roadside stand in Missouri. Two oil stains in the driveway from the truck he kept swearing he would fix.

	The back step still dipped on the left.

	Ramon had promised to repair it last spring.

	Then summer.

	Then after the next run.

	Then after club business settled.

	The step groaned under Addison’s boot when she climbed it.

	“Liar,” she said to the wood.

	The house did not answer.

	Inside, everything was clean.

	That offended her.

	The kitchen smelled faintly of coffee and lemon soap. The breakfast mug Ramon had used that morning sat rinsed in the sink, upside down like a decent man had left it there. His boots were lined by the mudroom door. His gloves lay on the counter. His house key hung from the little iron hook shaped like a crow because he had laughed when she bought it and said, That ugly thing looks like Karter before coffee.

	Addison stood in the doorway and looked at the life.

	Not the marriage.

	The life.

	The little proofs of ordinary survival. Bills clipped under a magnet. Ramon’s reading glasses on top of a parts catalog he pretended not to need. Her grocery list in blue ink. A half-used roll of paper towels. The dried lavender Dayana had forced on her last month because the house, according to Dayana, “smelled like men and bad decisions.”

	Addison removed the memorial patch first.

	Not the chain.

	The patch.

	Her fingers worked the pin loose from her vest. One side stuck. The needle caught thread. She pulled too hard and the fabric tore.

	A small sound escaped her.

	Not a sob.

	Smaller.

	Meaner.

	She set the patch on the kitchen table.

	MASON “GRIT” LOWE — BROTHER, RIDER, BLOOD.

	She stared at the letters she had stitched.

	Then she turned toward the hallway.

	Ramon kept the drawer in the second bedroom.

	He called it the road drawer.

	Spare keys. Burner phones. Ride cash. Old maps. Receipts he swore he needed for “club accounting,” which usually meant Addison would sort them later because Ramon could track a rival through three counties but not keep a gas receipt from dissolving in his jeans.

	The drawer had a lock.

	The lock was a joke.

	Addison had known the spare key was taped under the bottom shelf of the linen closet for six years. Ramon had put it there the week they moved in, then forgotten she was standing beside him holding towels.

	She went to the closet.

	Pulled the towels out.

	Found the key.

	For one stupid second, she remembered his grin.

	You didn’t see that.

	I see everything, she had told him.

	He had kissed her forehead. That’s why I married you.

	Addison closed her fist around the key until the teeth bit her palm.

	Then she unlocked the drawer.

	The smell came first.

	Leather. Metal. Old smoke. Ramon.

	Her stomach turned.

	She pulled everything out and placed it on the bed in rows because rage could still be organized.

	Keys.

	A folded knife.

	Three sealed envelopes of cash.

	A cracked phone.

	A tablet in a black case.

	Gas receipts.

	Hotel receipts.

	There it was.

	Not suspicion.

	Not the yard.

	Not Dallas’s careless mouth.

	Paper.

	Dates.

	Addresses.

	Amounts.

	Addison picked up the first hotel receipt with two fingers.

	Red Birch Motor Lodge. Room 214. Tuesday, March 12.

	Tuesday.

	She knew that Tuesday.

	She had sat in Dr. Ellison’s waiting room with one hand pressed to her abdomen, trying not to look scared in front of a poster about ovarian cysts. Ramon had promised to come. He had called twenty minutes before the appointment and said a run had gone bad outside Henderson.

	I’m sorry, Addie. I’m trying to get loose.

	He had sounded breathless.

	She had told him it was fine.

	She had said fine because wives of bikers learned to make room for blood, sirens, lost brothers, and roads that swallowed men whole.

	She had sat alone under fluorescent lights while the nurse called her name.

	Addison folded the receipt once.

	Carefully.

	Then again.

	The paper split at the crease.

	“Okay,” she whispered.

	Her voice sounded like it belonged in another room.

	She picked up the next receipt.

	Red Birch Motor Lodge. Room 214. Thursday, March 28.

	Then another.

	Cedarline Inn. Room 6. April 9.

	Then a gas receipt.

	Same date as her appointment.

	Station outside Northpass.

	Five miles from Red Birch.

	Forty-two miles from Henderson.

	Addison sat down on the edge of the bed.

	Not because her knees failed.

	Because if she stayed standing, she might start breaking things before she finished knowing.

	The tablet was old. One Ramon had used before upgrading to the phone he currently carried like a second weapon.

	It still had ten percent battery.

	Addison pressed the power button.

	The screen blinked awake.

	No passcode.

	That was almost funny.

	The man had locked the drawer and forgotten the machine.

	Messages were backed up in screenshots, saved into a folder labeled ROUTE MAPS.

	Her mouth went dry.

	She opened it.

	The first image loaded slowly, pixel by pixel, like the truth wanted ceremony.

	Camryn’s name sat at the top.

	Camryn: You sleep better here.

	Ramon: Don’t start.

	Camryn: I’m not starting. I’m saying you don’t wake up reaching for your knife here.

	Ramon: You don’t know what I reach for.

	Addison stopped breathing.

	Not because it was tender.

	Because it was private.

	There were things Ramon did not give easily. Sleep was one. Fear was another. He had nightmares sometimes after bad runs, body jerking once, hand going under the pillow where he used to keep a blade until Addison made him stop because she refused to die in bed over a dream.

	He had not talked about the nightmares in months.

	Apparently, he had talked enough for Camryn to know where they lived.

	Addison swiped.

	Another screenshot.

	Camryn: You never tell me what she says when you go home.

	Ramon: Leave Addison out of this.

	Camryn: Hard to, when you bring her into the room without saying her name.

	Addison lowered the tablet.

	The room tilted.

	Not with weakness.

	With recognition.

	He had thought of her.

	That was worse.

	If he had forgotten her, she could bury him as a stranger.

	But he had carried her into the room and still touched another woman.

	A knock slammed against the back door.

	Addison did not move.

	Another knock.

	“Addie!”

	Dayana.

	Addison wiped her face, though nothing had fallen.

	“In here.”

	The back door opened hard enough to hit the wall. Boots crossed the kitchen. Dayana appeared in the bedroom doorway with wind-tangled hair, black eyeliner smudged under one eye, and fury all over her face.

	“I’m going to prison,” Dayana announced.

	Addison looked up from the tablet. “Don’t.”

	“I’m not asking permission.”

	“You hate orange.”

	“I’ll make it work.”

	Addison almost laughed.

	The sound died before birth.

	Dayana stepped into the room and saw the bed.

	Receipts.

	Phone.

	Tablet.

	Cash.

	The knife.

	The rows.

	Her face changed.

	“Oh, Addie.”

	“Don’t do that.”

	Dayana’s jaw snapped shut.

	“Don’t make the sad voice,” Addison said. “I can’t carry the sad voice right now.”

	Dayana nodded once, hard. “Fine. I’ll be angry.”

	“That I can use.”

	“Good.” Dayana picked up a receipt. Read it. Her nostrils flared. “March twelfth?”

	Addison said nothing.

	Dayana looked at her.

	“No,” she said.

	Addison held up the gas receipt.

	Dayana’s mouth opened.

	For a second, all the violence went out of her. Not because she was calm. Because she had been hit somewhere too deep for noise.

	“That was the doctor,” Dayana said.

	“Yes.”

	“He said Henderson.”

	“Yes.”

	Dayana crushed the receipt in her fist.

	Addison reached out. “Don’t.”

	“What?”

	“I need it.”

	Dayana looked at her hand like she had forgotten paper could matter.

	Then she smoothed the receipt carefully against her thigh and placed it back on the bed.

	“I want to hurt him,” she said.

	“I know.”

	“No, Addie. Not slap him. Not yell. I want to hurt him the way women aren’t supposed to admit.”

	Addison looked down at the tablet.

	On the screen, Ramon’s message waited.

	Leave Addison out of this.

	Too late, she thought.

	Too late by months.

	“Help me bag his clothes,” she said.

	Dayana blinked. “Now?”

	“Yes.”

	“Are you sure?”

	Addison looked at her.

	Dayana lifted both hands. “Right. Stupid question.”

	They started in the closet.

	Ramon’s side was easy to find because it smelled like cedar blocks, gun oil, and the soap Addison bought because he once said it made their sheets smell clean without smelling soft.

	Shirts first.

	Black.

	Gray.

	Club.

	Work.

	A red flannel Addison had stolen so many times Ramon finally stopped pretending it was his.

	She held it for half a second too long.

	Dayana saw.

	“Burn that one,” she said.

	Addison dropped it into the trash bag. “No.”

	“You want me to burn it?”

	“I want him to see it with the rest.”

	Dayana’s smile was sharp and ugly. “There she is.”

	Addison pulled open the bottom drawer.

	Socks.

	T-shirts.

	A small velvet box pushed to the back.

	Her hand froze.

	Dayana leaned over. “What is it?”

	Addison opened it.

	Inside lay the silver earring she had lost on their fifth anniversary. A tiny crescent moon. She had cried over it after the ride because Ramon had bought them from a woman selling jewelry outside a gas station in New Mexico. Cheap earrings. Maybe twenty dollars. But he had chosen them himself, awkwardly, pretending not to care.

	She had thought it was gone.

	Apparently Ramon had found it and kept it.

	Her throat closed so violently she had to look away.

	Dayana went quiet.

	Not therapist quiet.

	Friend quiet.

	The kind that did not try to name the wound while it was still entering the body.

	Addison snapped the box shut and threw it into the bag.

	Dayana grabbed her wrist. “You don’t have to throw that away.”

	Addison looked at her hand.

	Dayana let go.

	“I’m not throwing it away,” Addison said. “I’m putting it with the man who made it hurt.”

	They worked faster after that.

	Jeans.

	Belts.

	Boots.

	The spare cut he did not wear.

	Not the official one. Never that. The club would come for it before nightfall if things broke the way Addison thought they might.

	The bed disappeared under evidence.

	The hallway filled with black trash bags.

	One.

	Two.

	Three.

	Four.

	On the fifth, Dayana stopped and listened.

	Engines.

	Not many.

	One bike first.

	Then another.

	Then silence.

	Dayana moved to the front window and peeled the curtain back.

	“Greyson,” she said. “And Karter.”

	Addison tied the bag tight. “Ramon?”

	Dayana looked longer.

	“No.”

	Addison hated the relief.

	She hated it so much she nearly smiled.

	A knock came at the front door.

	Dayana looked back. “Want me to tell them to go to hell?”

	“No.”

	“Want me to tell them politely?”

	“No.”

	“Good, because I wasn’t going to.”

	Addison stepped over the bags and went to the door.

	She did not open it fully.

	The chain lock caught.

	Not the old-lady chain.

	A real one.

	A useful one.

	Karter Copeland stood on the porch with Greyson Jarvis behind him. Karter’s face looked carved out of old damage. Greyson kept his eyes on the ground, not from guilt, maybe, but from respect.

	“Addison,” Karter said.

	“President.”

	His mouth tightened again.

	Good.

	Let titles hurt everybody tonight.

	“You left before the ride,” he said.

	“That’s what you came to discuss?”

	“No.”

	“Then don’t start there.”

	Greyson glanced at Karter.

	Karter exhaled through his nose. “Ramon isn’t with us.”

	“I noticed.”

	“He wanted to be.”

	“I’m sure wanting is very hard for him.”

	Greyson’s eyes flicked up.

	Karter did not flinch. “Can we come in?”

	“No.”

	A pause.

	Dayana appeared behind Addison with a tire iron in one hand.

	Karter looked at it.

	Dayana said, “Decoration.”

	Greyson coughed once into his fist.

	Karter ignored her. “We need to know what you have.”

	Addison looked at him for a long second.

	Then she laughed.

	It was quiet.

	It was worse than screaming.

	“You need to know what I have?”

	Karter’s jaw worked. “If club property or club routes were compromised—”

	“Now it’s club property.”

	“Addison.”

	“No.” She stepped closer to the opening, chain lock holding firm between them. “At the yard, it was my humiliation. In church, probably it’ll be Ramon’s discipline. Now that there might be routes and property involved, suddenly it has a proper name.”

	Greyson said, “That’s not what he meant.”

	Addison turned her gaze to him.

	He shut up faster than Dallas had.

	Karter’s voice lowered. “I am not here to clean Ramon’s mess for him.”

	“Then what are you here for?”

	“To find out how wide the mess is.”

	“Wide enough that Camryn knew where to stand.”

	The porch went still.

	Karter looked away first.

	That told her something.

	Not everything.

	Enough.

	“You knew she was around him,” Addison said.

	Karter’s eyes came back. “Around is not the same as—”

	“As wearing his jacket?”

	He said nothing.

	She nodded.

	Silence. The club’s favorite language.

	Behind her, Dayana muttered, “I swear to God, I’m getting the gas can.”

	Greyson shifted. “Addison, listen. If she had access to the room behind the garage—”

	“She did.”

	Both men froze.

	Addison smiled without warmth. “That got your attention.”

	Karter stepped closer. “How do you know?”

	“Because Ramon is worse at hiding receipts than he is at keeping vows.”

	Karter closed his eyes briefly.

	Greyson swore under his breath.

	Addison reached to the small table by the door and picked up one folded paper. She pushed it through the gap.

	Karter took it.

	His face changed when he read the motel name.

	Then the date.

	Then the room.

	Greyson read over his shoulder and went very still.

	“That room was used after the Northpass run,” Greyson said.

	Addison said, “It was used before my doctor called my name too.”

	Neither man spoke.

	Good.

	Let them choke on specifics.

	Karter folded the receipt carefully. “I need copies.”

	“You’ll get them after I make mine.”

	“Addison—”

	“No. Don’t use the voice you use on prospects and grieving widows. I am neither.”

	Karter stared at her.

	For one second, she saw the man who had eaten her wedding cake and complained. The man who had once told Ramon, drunk and serious, Hurt that girl and I’ll forget I love you.

	Then the president came back.

	“Fair,” he said.

	Addison almost respected him for that.

	Almost.

	Greyson looked past her at the trash bags. “You want those taken somewhere?”

	Dayana lifted the tire iron higher. “Try touching them.”

	“I meant his bike trailer,” Greyson said. “Not me.”

	Addison looked at the bags.

	Ramon’s life in plastic.

	Cheap. Black. Disposable.

	“Leave them,” she said. “He can pick them up himself.”

	Karter nodded once. “I’ll keep him away until you say otherwise.”

	Addison laughed again, smaller this time. “You think you can?”

	Greyson answered before Karter could.

	“No,” he said. “But we can make it hurt if he doesn’t listen.”

	That was the first useful thing either of them had said.

	Addison shut the door.

	The chain lock slid back into place with a clean metallic sound.

	Dayana leaned against the wall. “I liked Greyson for five seconds. I hated it.”

	“Don’t make a habit.”

	“I won’t.”

	Addison returned to the bedroom.

	The tablet had dimmed.

	She touched the screen.

	The folder waited.

	There were more screenshots. Too many. Enough to make a timeline. Enough to prove this was not a storm, not a bad night, not some single stupid collapse that could be dressed up later as weakness.

	This had rooms.

	Dates.

	Passwords.

	Gas stations.

	Private jokes.

	A woman in Ramon’s jacket.

	A husband who knew exactly where his wife was while he chose another door.

	Addison opened the next image.

	A photo.

	Camryn asleep on her side, hair across her cheek, white motel sheet pulled to her shoulder.

	Room 214.

	Red Birch.

	The room Ramon had once described in detail while eating eggs at Addison’s kitchen table.

	Nothing there but a bed with springs like a bear trap and a shower that spits rust. We only use
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