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	 Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. 
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CHAPTER 1 — STILL HERE

	The last time Reyna Callum drove this road she was twenty-three years old going eighty in a car with no air conditioning and two garbage bags of clothes in the back seat and she had not looked in the rearview mirror once.

	She looked now.

	She didn't mean to. It was just habit — checking the mirrors the way you do when you've been driving six hours and your eyes need something to do. The highway behind her was empty. The sun was going down over the flat Texas horizon, burning everything orange and red at the edges, and Holt Creek was right there in front of her — water tower first, then the grain elevator, then the slow widening of Main Street with its gas station and its feed store and the diner that had been there since before she was born.

	Eleven years.

	She'd been gone eleven years and the town looked exactly the same, and so did the weight that settled into her chest the moment she crossed the county line. Like something clicking back into place. Something she would have preferred to leave dislocated.

	Her phone buzzed on the passenger seat. Denise again — her father's neighbor, the woman who'd found him. Reyna had been on the road within two hours of the call. Cardiac event, the hospital had said, which was a careful phrase, the kind of phrase that meant they weren't certain yet what they were dealing with. He was stable. That was all they'd told her.

	She picked up.

	"I'm almost there," she said. "Twenty minutes."

	"He's been asking for you," Denise said. "He won't say it, but he's been asking."

	Reyna already knew that. Her father had not asked for her once in eleven years either. That didn't mean it wasn't true.

	"Twenty minutes," she said again, and set the phone back down.

	

	

	Holt Creek Memorial was small — three floors, the kind of hospital where everyone who worked there knew everyone who came in. Where the nurses remembered names and families and the particular histories that attached to both. Reyna had been born here. She had sat in this parking lot at seventeen waiting for news about her mother. The building had the same brick facade it always had, same sliding doors, same faded awning over the entrance that had apparently never needed replacing.

	She sat in her car for a moment after she cut the engine.

	Not long. Just a moment.

	Then she got out, pulled her bag from the back seat, and went inside.

	

	

	The waiting room was off the main corridor — wide, low-ceilinged, plastic chairs in rows and a television mounted high on the wall playing news with the sound off. Fluorescent lighting. The particular antiseptic smell of every hospital she'd ever been in. An older couple sitting close together not talking, not needing to.

	And Cade Morrow.

	She saw him before she fully processed the room. That was the thing about him — he took up more space than his actual size accounted for. Always had. He was sitting against the far wall, one arm resting on his knee, a cut over his flannel that she recognized without wanting to recognize it. Iron Scar. Road Captain patch on the left chest. The same one he'd been wearing the last time she saw him, or one exactly like it — and her brain did what it did with things that hurt. Registered. Then immediately tried to file it somewhere distant.

	He was older. Of course he was older. Eleven years of lines at the corners of his eyes, more grey threaded into the dark at his temples than she expected. His jaw was heavier. His hands were the same.

	She stopped walking.

	A woman was asleep against his shoulder — one hand curled between them, her breathing slow and even, her dark hair fanned across his arm. Comfortable. The ease of someone who had fallen asleep in that exact spot before and expected to be held there.

	Cade was looking at his phone. He hadn't seen her.

	Reyna stood in the doorway for three seconds that lasted considerably longer than three seconds.

	Then she crossed to the opposite side of the room, chose a chair with her back to the wall, and sat down.

	Her bag went on the floor beside her feet. Her hands went into her lap. She looked at the television.

	The news anchor was talking about something. Weather, maybe. It didn't matter.

	From the edge of her vision she could see him — not watching, not acknowledging, just present the way he had always been present. Which was to say completely, and without apparent awareness of what that did to the air in a room. She had not seen his face in eleven years except in the way you see a face you've trained yourself to stop seeing — in the half-second before sleep, in a particular quality of afternoon light, in a song or a smell or a road that reminded you of a road you used to know.

	She had thought she was done with that.

	She looked at the television.

	The woman on his shoulder shifted, settled, didn't wake. Cade's thumb moved across his phone screen. Somewhere down the corridor a door opened and closed.

	Reyna became very interested in the weather.

	A nurse appeared in the doorway — young, clipboard, already looking at her.

	"Callum?"

	"Yes." She was on her feet before the word finished.

	"Your father's awake. He's stable. You can come see him."

	Reyna picked up her bag. She did not look across the room. She followed the nurse out into the corridor and kept her eyes forward and her breathing even and she did not once let herself think about what she had just felt standing in that doorway — watching Cade Morrow sit at the end of a long day with another woman asleep against him like it was the most natural thing in the world.

	She didn't think about it.

	She didn't.

	

	

	Her father looked smaller than she remembered. That was the first thing. He had always been a big man and the hospital bed and the tubes and the monitoring equipment had done something to the scale of him. Reduced it. Made him look like a version of himself rather than the thing itself.

	"Reyna." His voice was rough.

	"Dad." She pulled a chair to the side of the bed and sat down. His hand was on top of the blanket. She put hers over it.

	For a long moment neither of them said anything. That was how it had always been with them — more silence than conversation, and usually more honest for it.

	"You didn't have to come," he said.

	"I know."

	"Long drive."

	"I know that too."

	He looked at her. His eyes were the same grey-green they had always been — the same color as hers, her mother used to say, the kind of color that in certain light looked like almost no color at all.

	"Good to see you," he said finally. Like it cost him something to say it.

	"Good to see you too," she said. Like it cost her the same.

	Outside the window the last of the sun had gone. Holt Creek settled into its nighttime quiet — the particular kind of quiet that had always felt too deliberate to be simply the absence of noise. Like something the town did on purpose.

	Reyna sat with her father and listened to his monitors and did not let herself think about the waiting room.

	Later, driving back to the motel, she passed the turn-off that led out toward the old industrial estate where the Iron Scar had their clubhouse. The road she used to know the way she knew her own hands. The road that used to mean something specific about where she was going and who would be waiting.

	She didn't look.

	She drove.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2 — PAST: THE ROAD

	She had asked about the bike three times before he took her seriously.

	The first time she'd asked she was sitting on the porch railing at Denny Marsh's Fourth of July party, watching Cade come up the drive on a matte black Harley Softail that she had heard from two blocks away. She'd asked Tommy Reeves beside her — whose bike is that — and Tommy had said Cade Morrow's in the tone men used when they were naming someone they respected and were slightly afraid of. She'd watched Cade cut the engine and swing off with the kind of easy economy of motion that came from doing something ten thousand times, not from performing it.

	The second time she'd asked was directly — sitting across from him at the diner, three weeks after the party, the second time they'd met up alone and neither of them had officially called it anything yet. What does it feel like, she'd said, going that fast. He'd looked at her for a long moment, the way he did when he was deciding whether something was worth answering fully. Then he'd said: Different at night than in the day. Day feels like speed. Night feels like disappearing. Then he'd gone back to his coffee. She'd thought about that distinction for longer than she should have.

	The third time was a Tuesday in late July, the summer she was twenty-two, standing in the parking lot of the hardware store where she'd run into him by accident and they'd talked for forty minutes against his truck without either of them apparently having anywhere else to be.

	"Take me out on it," she said. Not as a question.

	He looked at her. He had this quality of attention — the full kind, the kind that didn't divide itself between you and whatever else was in the room. It had unnerved her the first few times. She'd gotten used to it.

	"You ever been on a bike?"

	"No."

	"Scared of it?"

	"No."

	He was quiet for a moment. Not deliberating — more like he was making sure she meant what she said before he said yes, because yes would mean something.

	"Tomorrow morning," he said. "Early, before it gets hot. Wear closed shoes."

	She'd worn her hiking boots. She hadn't told anyone where she was going.

	

	

	He was already outside when she pulled up to his place — a house on the south edge of town, modest, well-kept, with a workshop attached that she would later learn he used more than the house itself. The Softail was out on the gravel, and he was crouched beside it doing something to the rear wheel with his hands. He glanced up when she got out of her car. Didn't say good morning. Just straightened up and pulled a rag from his back pocket and wiped his hands.

	"You want a jacket?" he said.

	"Is it cold?"

	"No. But you want one anyway."

	She took the jacket. It was heavy canvas, worn at the elbows, and it smelled like engine oil and something else she couldn't name. She put it on. The sleeves were too long. She pushed them up.

	He watched her do it without expression.

	"What?" she said.

	"Nothing." He turned back to the bike.

	She had learned already that nothing from Cade Morrow was rarely nothing. It just meant he'd decided something wasn't his to say. She'd learned to let it go, mostly. She let it go now.

	He showed her where to put her feet without making it a lesson — just pointed, said left side, wait until I'm on first. She nodded. He threw his leg over, settled his weight, started the engine. The sound of it was different from two blocks away. Up close it was physical. Something that moved in the chest.

	"Hands on my waist," he said over his shoulder. "Don't lean against the turns. Let the bike lean and go with it. You fight it, you'll feel every inch of it."

	"I won't fight it," she said.

	She got on behind him. Her hands found his waist — the worn flannel of his shirt, the solid fact of him underneath it. She had touched him before, the easy grazing contact of people who were becoming something without naming it. This was different. This was choosing to hold on.

	He waited one beat after she settled. Then he pulled out onto the road.

	

	

	She understood, within the first quarter mile, why he'd said it was different from what she expected.

	It wasn't the speed — though the speed was real, the open county road opening up beneath them as they cleared town, the speedometer climbing in a way she felt in her sternum before she saw it. It was the exposure. Every other form of movement she'd experienced had a frame around it — car doors, windows, the steel and glass of something between her and the world. There was none of that here. The air hit her directly. The road was right there, immediate, not a thing watched through glass but a thing she was moving across the surface of. The flat Texas landscape stretched out on both sides — dry grass and mesquite and the occasional cluster of live oak — and the sky was enormous in the way the sky over this part of the state was always enormous, more sky than anything else, and the morning light was low and gold and she found herself thinking that it was like being inside a photograph instead of looking at one.

	She didn't tighten her grip. She let the bike lean and went with it the way he'd said, and the first time they took a curve she felt the physics of it do something in her body that was close to trust. You had to trust the lean. You had to not fight it. You had to let the road have its way with you and believe you'd come out the other side.

	She understood why he rode. She understood it completely within the first five miles.

	

	

	He turned off the main road eventually onto a county track she didn't know — two lanes of cracked asphalt running between cattle fences, heading south and west toward nothing in particular. The land flattened even further out here. After a while a stand of pecans appeared on the right and beyond them the flat glint of water — a reservoir, small, man-made, the kind of place that showed up on no tourist map because it had no reason to. He slowed, turned off the road onto a strip of packed dirt, and cut the engine.

	The quiet after the engine stopped was enormous.

	Reyna sat for a moment before she got off. Her hands left his waist. She climbed down, stood on the dirt, and became aware that her legs had a faint tremor in them — not fear, just the body recalibrating, adjusting to being still after all that motion.

	Cade got off and walked to the water's edge. She followed. There was an old cedar log there, worn smooth from years of use, and he sat on it without checking whether she was following. She sat beside him. Not close, not far. Just beside.

	The water was still. The morning was already warm and going warmer. Somewhere in the pecan grove something was moving — birds, maybe, or wind in the branches.

	"How long have you been coming here?" she said.

	"Since I was maybe sixteen." He picked up a small stone from the dirt beside the log and turned it in his fingers without throwing it. "Marsh's grandfather had this property. We used to ride out here and do nothing in particular."

	"What happened to Marsh's grandfather?"

	"Died. Left it to Denny. Denny doesn't come out here much." He turned the stone over. "Nobody does anymore."

	She looked at the water. "So it's yours."

	"Not technically."

	"But yours."

	He considered that. "Yeah," he said. "Basically."

	She liked that about him — that he could sit with a distinction like that and come down on the honest side of it. Not technically. But yes. A lot of people would have just said no and meant yes. He said yes and told her why it was complicated.

	They sat for a while. The sun climbed. A hawk crossed over the water and disappeared into the pecans.

	"You going to tell me you liked it?" he said.

	"You know I liked it."

	"Just asking."

	"Why? Do people usually not like it?"

	He looked at her sideways. "People usually make more noise about it. Before and after."

	She understood what he meant — the performance of it. The oh my God and the hair toss and the thing some women did with MC men where the bike was really just a prop for something else they were after. She'd seen it at the party. She'd watched how he'd handled it — patient, contained, not unkind but not interested.

	"I asked because I wanted to know what it felt like," she said. "Not because of anything else."

	"I know."

	"Then why'd you take three asks to say yes?"

	He was quiet for a moment. She waited. She'd learned to wait for him.

	"Because things you do with someone change them," he said. "Change what they are to you. Once you've taken someone out on that road they're not the same thing as before." He turned the stone over once more. "Wanted to make sure it was what you were asking for."

	She looked at him directly. He was looking at the water.

	"And you decided it was," she said.

	"You asked three times," he said. "If it was for any reason other than the thing itself you'd have stopped asking."

	She sat with that. The logic of it — the particular way he'd tested not her but the sincerity of the wanting. It was one of the most careful things anyone had ever done on her behalf and she didn't know how to say that so she didn't say anything. She just looked back at the water.

	The stone finally left his hand. It arced low and hit the surface and skipped twice before it went under.

	"We can stay a while longer," he said. "If you want."

	"I want," she said.

	Neither of them moved.

	

	

	On the way back he took a different road — longer, she thought, though she didn't know this part of the county well enough to be certain. More curves. Lower speed, the bike moving through the morning heat at something unhurried and deliberate. She'd loosened her grip sometime in the first hour and now her hands sat against his sides with the easy pressure of someone who had stopped needing to hold on as hard and hadn't noticed the shift. Her chin wasn't buried against his shoulder. She was looking out at the road as it came and went beneath them.

	He felt the change in her grip. She knew because the set of his shoulders changed — not much, just a degree, some small release of something.

	She thought about what he'd said. Things you do with someone change them.

	She thought about the stone skipping twice before it went under.

	She thought about trust as a physics problem — the necessity of letting the lean happen, the way fighting it was the only way to fall.

	When they got back to his place and she climbed off and handed him back the jacket, he held it for a moment, then set it over the bike's seat rather than going inside with it.

	She understood that meant she could take it the next time.

	She didn't say anything about it. Neither did he.

	She drove home with both windows down and all the way back she felt the ghost of the road in her hands — the low hum of it, the particular vibration of a thing that had moved that fast and now was still. Like when you've been in the water a long time and you get out and you can still feel the waves.

	She felt it for the rest of the day.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 3 — THREE IN A HALLWAY

	She had told herself, driving to the hospital, that the likelihood of running into him again was low.

	Holt Creek Memorial was small but it had floors — multiple wards, multiple corridors, multiple reasons to be in different parts of it at different times. He was there for someone. She was there for her father. The odds that those two someones required them to occupy the same hallway at the same time were, she had reasoned through two cups of bad motel coffee, slim.

	She had been wrong about that.

	
	

	The morning was already warm. She'd slept badly and woken early and been at the hospital by eight — her father's usual waking time, she knew, the biological clock of a man who'd worked his own land for forty years and whose body had never learned to sleep past first light. The nurse at the station had waved her through without checking her name.

	Her father was better. Alert, irritated by the monitoring equipment, eating his hospital breakfast with the expression of a man who had strong opinions about hospital food and was choosing not to voice them in front of his daughter. She'd sat with him for an hour. They'd talked about the house — what needed doing, what had been let go — and about the prognosis, which the cardiologist had delivered that morning in careful, measured language. Manageable. With adjustments.

	"You don't have to stay," her father said, the same way he had said it the night before.

	"I know," she answered, the same way she had answered. Then, because it needed saying: "I'm going to stay a few weeks anyway."

	He looked at her. Said nothing. With her father, silence meant yes.

	She left his room at half past nine and turned toward the main corridor.

	
	

	They were twenty feet away.

	Coming from the direction of the east wing — Cade in front, Daria half a step behind, both of them with the slightly deflated look of people leaving a visit they hadn't wanted to make. He was in the same cut as the night before, different shirt. Daria had her keys in her hand.

	He saw Reyna before she could do anything useful with the fact of him.

	Half a second. That was all she had. Enough to stand straight and keep her face where it was and remind herself that she was a thirty-four-year-old woman who had built a life and driven six hours and sat in a fluorescent waiting room the night before without falling apart, and she was not going to fall apart now in a hospital corridor in front of Cade Morrow and a woman she didn't know.

	He stopped walking.

	"Reyna."

	Her name in his voice. That hadn't changed — the specific register of it, low and undecorated, the way he said the things that mattered to him without flagging that they mattered.

	"Cade."

	Three feet between them. The corridor was wide enough for passing and not wide enough for pretending. The fluorescent lighting did what
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